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Abstract 
Farmers’ markets have grown dramatically in number and popularity in recent decades.  
They have become symbols of a re-emerging ethical and community-centered civic life and are 
frequently understood to be democratic, public spaces and to serve as counterpoints to an 
environmentally and socially harmful global marketplace.  Here shopping is perceived as a 
political act.  People shop at their local farmers’ market to express support for more 
environmentally friendly, healthy, and humane production methods.  They also do so in order to 
obtain what is widely considered the best meat and produce available.  Passing an enjoyable 
Saturday morning surrounded by family, friends, and community is an additional important 
attraction for farmers’ market shoppers.  Whether they consider their motivations for shopping at 
the farmers’ market to be political, social, epicurean, or all three, farmers’ market shoppers tend 
to share a deep affinity for these places. 
Amid a swell of farmers’ market love, neoliberal mentalities and motivations can be 
detected.  The recent explosion of farmers’ markets in the United States is due in no small part to 
their compatibility with and incorporation into the entrepreneurial strategies through which cities 
strive to be competitive.  Here cities put these markets in the service of creating a marketable 
urban image and producing ideal neoliberal subjects.  This dissertation uses ethnographic 
methods to examine the relationship between farmers’ markets and neoliberalization in three 
small (populations less than 100,000) cities in the Midwest: Champaign, Illinois, Urbana, 
Illinois, and Davenport, Iowa.  Drawing on theories of governance and governmentality, I 
interrogate the ways in which farmers’ markets normalize and sustain neoliberalism as well as 
the ways they support its contestation and transformation.  I find farmers’ markets to be highly 
complex spaces through which neoliberal ideology is both reinforced and challenged and through 
which certain types of contestation are marginalized and new forms are encouraged to emerge. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 
Farmers’ markets as spaces of neoliberalization 
  This dissertation examines the spatially contingent, always changing, and always 
incomplete processes of neoliberalization (Leitner et al. 2007; Peck 2004; Peck and Tickell 2002; 
Wilson 2004).  As highly symbolic and idealized spaces imbued with a moral-ethical aura, 
conviviality, and happiness, farmers’ markets do not stand out as bastions of neoliberalism.  
However, this is precisely why I have chosen them as a site of study.  The literature on neoliberal 
governance provides many excellent examples of overtly repressive and revanchist policies and 
cases of profoundly uneven development resulting from neoliberal urban agendas and policies 
(e.g. Brenner and Theodore 2002; MacLeod 2002; Wilson 2007).  What I offer is a less 
conspicuous account.  Subtle forms of neoliberalization are important to study as they are more 
likely overlooked, taken as benign, or brushed away as irrelevant or harmless.  Farmers’ markets 
provide a means to examine unexpected and seemingly benign origins of neoliberal momentum 
and its ongoing adaptation, transformation, and articulation with everyday life. 
In this work I examine the ways in which farmers’ markets fit into neoliberal 
redevelopment plans and interrogate the processes through which farmers’ markets are complicit 
with neoliberalism’s spread to unexpected spheres and its entrenchment in dominant worldviews. 
Contemporary farmers’ markets are beloved local institutions.  The dominant view of these 
spaces as democratic, convivial, and culturally progressive renders them ideal venues for 
neoliberal political use.  Their growing popularity and the positive feelings they evoke lend to 
and simultaneously obscure their contribution to neoliberal governance.  However, it is my 
contention that farmers’ markets should neither be considered purely benevolent spaces, as they 
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are often portrayed in popular discourse, nor purely neoliberalized spaces.  Rather, they are 
complex and contested sites where a number of forces converge, promoting multiple and, at 
times, un-complementary political processes.                 
Neoliberal policies and projects are characterized by contradictions, compromises, 
messiness, and place-specific contingency (Ward and England 2007; Wilson 2005).  This is not 
always recognized and there is a tendency for the actions and decisions of politicians, planners, 
and other policy makers to be viewed as straightforward, un-mediated means to an end (Larner 
2003).  Forms of knowledge and subjectivities are deeply implicated in these contradictions as 
they may support neoliberalization while also influencing its path in a multitude of ways (Larner 
2003; Wilson 2005).  In order to remain relevant and influential over time, neoliberal institutions 
have adapted and transformed so that they continue to have the ability to resonate with and shape 
aspects of social life (Brown 2006; Harvey 2005).  The capacity of neoliberalism to penetrate 
everyday life and converge with seemingly unrelated or contradictory ideas, ideologies, and 
political rationalities has been crucial to the formation of subjectivities that help sustain it 
(Harvey 2005).  Farmers’ markets are one site where this kind of convergence is occurring.   
My theoretical perspective is informed by political economic theorizations of 
neoliberalism (Brenner and Theodore 2002; Harvey 2005) and governmentality (Foucault 2008).   
As Brenner and Theodore (2002) explain,  
The linchpin of neoliberal ideology is the belief that open, competitive, 
and unregulated markets, liberated from all forms of state interference, 
represent the optimal mechanism for economic development (p. 350). 
However, neoliberalism is rarely, if ever, actualized in accordance to this ideology (Brenner and 
Theodore 2002; Harvey 2005; Jessop 2002).  The state does not withdraw, but instead typically 
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shifts its patterns of intervention (Harvey 2005).  Across municipal America, the state has shifted 
away from addressing human welfare concerns in favor of promoting the interests of capital 
(Brenner and Theodore 2002; Harvey 2005; MacLeod 2002).  My research examines farmers’ 
markets as sites through which the interests of capital are promoted, probing the various forces 
that contribute to this outcome.  Governmentality, which focuses on what Foucault calls the 
“micropolitical”, the combination of knowledges, subjectivities, and techniques of government, 
is an important facet of my theoretical perspective (Foucault 2008; Larner 2000).   
 
Research foci 
My goal in this research is to unearth the connections between the construction and use of 
farmers’ markets and ongoing efforts to promote neoliberal inspired agendas.  My study reveals 
the ways in which these markets function to promote neoliberal urban redevelopment while 
remaining remarkably complex venues that subtly embed an array of politics.  My analysis will 
reveal the infiltration of political processes that are often dimly understood by users of farmers’ 
markets and others in their communities.  
This project is informed by three preliminary findings that I established after conducting 
a pilot study at two of my research sites, the Freight House Market in Davenport, Iowa and the 
Market at the Square in Urbana, Illinois.  I conducted preliminary field-work and analyzed the 
official websites and marketing material for each farmers’ market as well as the redevelopment 
plans for the cities in which they are located.  My study takes as its starting point the following 
preliminary findings:   
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1. Farmers’ markets are idealized places and are deeply meaningful to people for an 
array of reasons; 
2. Farmers’ markets are imbued with significations that are drawn on and reproduced in 
city imaging and redevelopment plans; and 
3. Farmers’ markets are sites that help constitute human identities as lived spaces. 
This dissertation is based on ethnographic research that I conducted in three Midwest 
cities: Champaign, Illinois; Urbana, Illinois; and Davenport, Iowa.  I used a mixed-method 
strategy to produce my data: participant observation; an internet-based open-ended survey with 
187 respondents; 36 unstructured and semi-structured interviews with farmers’ market shoppers 
and members of local government; and analyses of official documents, marketing materials, 
personal blogs, and social media posts.  Through this mixed-method approach, I unpacked the 
complexities of farmers markets as simultaneously manufactured physical spaces, shifting social 
spaces, and multi-textured symbolic spaces for an array of users.  
My analytic unit, farmers markets, are identified as being in a new developmental phase. 
First, they have rapidly expanded in number across America.  According to the Marketing 
Services Branch of the U.S. Department of Agriculture (2013), there were 2,000 farmers’ 
markets in the United States in 1994.  That number increased to about 6,000 in 2010 and reached 
7,864 in 2012.  After declining precipitously in number starting in the 1940s, farmers’ markets 
have again become prevalent and popular (MacLachlan 2012).  Their rebirth has been 
accompanied by a change in their form and content.  In contrast to farmers’ markets of the past 
where fresh food could be purchased cheaply from farmers selling produce out of trucks or from 
bare bones stands with little fanfare, today’s farmers’ markets are trendy and are designed to be 
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“happenings” (Interview with Urbana city planner).  Contemporary farmers’ markets are more 
than places to buy food.  The markets I studied for this project as well as others I have visited 
outside of this research are places where people relax and listen to live music, take part in 
educational programs for children and adults, and pay a premium for fruits and vegetables 
marketed as heirloom and organic.  For many people whom I interviewed, shopping and 
participating in the farmers’ market in general are viewed as a kind of lifestyle activism or as one 
part of a broader activist lifestyle.  I found that not only is shopping at the farmers’ market 
enjoyable to many people and often understood as a reason in itself to pay a bit more when 
shopping there, but supporting the farmers’ market is also commonly understood to be an 
expression of one’s ethics.  In short, spending time and money at farmers’ markets, learning 
about their benefits, and buying local produce, meat, and eggs are seen as both enjoyable 
pastimes and “the right thing to do”. 
  I now review three prominent introductory themes that are essential for understanding 
my research.  These themes – urban entrepreneurialism; the greening of the creative class and 
creative city images; and the intersection of food, lifestyle, and the production of neoliberal 
subjects – must be discussed at the onset of this dissertation in order to understand the nuances of 
the research undertaken.  Each theme is an important subject matter that becomes relevant to and 
guiding of the empirical analysis.  Following the discussion of each of these three themes, I 
provide an overview for the remaining six chapters of this dissertation.        
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Urban entrepreneurialism 
Contemporary farmers’ markets emerged, developed alongside, and cannot be 
disentangled from ongoing patterns of urban growth and redevelopment in the neoliberal era.   
Neoliberal urbanism, in practice, involves the reorientation and devolution of state functions in 
ways that privilege and prioritize market ideology (Brenner and Theodore 2002; Harvey 2005).   
Responsibility for social services and infrastructure has been passed from national to local 
governments and federal funding for such projects and programs has been retrenched (Harvey 
2005).  As a result, competition among cities for private investment has soared.  In this context, 
tax breaks for corporations, privatization of services, and cultural and image building projects, all 
justified by neoliberal ideology, have become widely adopted urban development strategies 
(Brenner and Theodore 2002; Hackworth 2007; Harvey 2005). 
Urban entrepreneurialism emerged in the 1970s as a localized reaction to neoliberal 
restructuring at the national level, which was itself a response to the sustained global recession of 
the preceding decade (Harvey 2005).  Harvey (1989, 2005) describes urban entrepreneurialism as 
a strategy developed with the purpose of attracting an economically active population back to the 
city at a time when funds for services and infrastructure had been drastically reduced, 
unemployment was rising, and social need was high.  As a mode of adaptation, energy and 
resources were redirected away from social programs and toward pro-growth and pro-business 
strategies such as tax breaks, privatization, the creation of public-private ventures, cultural 
development, and image building (Brenner and Theodore 2002; Hackworth 2007; Harvey 2005).  
Rust-belt cities in particular embraced urban entrepreneurialism in their struggle to adapt, 
change, and project a new image; one that is not only business-friendly, but also cleaned-up, 
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pristine, and post-industrial (Short 1999).  The goal was for cities to be perceived as safe and 
welcoming not only for business investment, but also for middle- and upper-class consumers 
(Short 1999).  More recently, entrepreneurialism has continued to be taken up by more and more 
cities with various types of histories and of various sizes throughout the United States and 
beyond that wish to restructure their economic base (Hackworth 2007).   
Good governance at the municipal level is now largely defined by the 
ability of formal government to assist, collaborate with, or function like 
the corporate community.  Extant regulating powers such as land-use 
zoning have been weakened, as have redistributive impulses in the area 
of social services and housing.  Neoliberalism has been naturalized as the 
‘only’ choice available to cities in the United States and elsewhere 
(Hackworth 2007, p. 10-11). 
Over the past three decades, neoliberalism and the entrepreneurial approach to urban 
development have gained dominance.  In many cases urban entrepreneurialism has come to be 
taken for granted as the best policy strategy, or as Hackworth (2007) explains above, the only 
alternative, for cities today.   
A particular brand of entrepreneurial governance was popularized in the 2000s by 
Richard Florida (2002, 2005) and remains highly influential.  Promoting competitiveness and the 
type of redevelopment projects that will attract the demographic that Florida has termed the 
“creative class” are prioritized over other urban needs.  The results of neoliberal redevelopment 
catering to business interests and this demographic slice can be observed in cities.  
Gentrification, upscale shopping districts, and nightlife districts have exploded across urban 
downtowns (Brenner and Theodore 2002; Smith 2002; Zimmerman 2008).  Downtown areas 
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have become foci for new investment as cities struggle to find the recipe to grow and effectively 
play the game of inter-urban competition.   
The redevelopment policies and plans that encourage these types of projects are typically 
framed by a concern with “quality of life” (McCann 2004).  However, the question of “quality of 
life for whom?” and the needs of the poor and others who do not fit in the category of the 
creative class tend to go unaddressed as resources are directed to create a good business climate 
and the types of places that will attract middle- and upper-class creative consumers (MacLeod 
2002; Wilson 2007; Zimmerman 2008).  The result is an intensely uneven landscape in which 
members of the creative class spend their time in showcase city centers and vibrant conspicuous 
consumption neighborhoods while the poor continue to be warehoused in increasingly neglected 
and deprived parts of cities (Wilson 2006).  Policies that incorporate increased surveillance and 
policing measures have been introduced to keep revitalized parts of the city free from the 
homeless and poor (Mitchell 2003; Peck and Tickell 2002; Wilson 2006). 
While many urban redevelopment projects confer a new community-focused civic life 
centered on new public spaces like farmers’ markets, the actual publicness of these spaces is 
questionable.  The importance of spaces that are inclusive of all members of the public and the 
loss of inclusive public spaces in the neoliberal era are well documented (Clough and 
Vanderbeck 2006; Mitchell 2003; Ruddick 1996; Sorkin 1992; Zukin 1995).  The decline of 
truly public spaces where alternative and dissenting viewpoints can be freely expressed and 
debated and people come into contact with a variety of social groups that they might not 
otherwise encounter or think about, is an effect of the increasingly instrumental stance taken by 
cities toward public spaces (Clough and Vanderbeck 2006; Zukin 1995; Mitchell 2003).   
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In one central track of thinking, public spaces are now viewed by political governances as 
“avenues to increased accumulation rather than as having use value in their own right” (Clough 
and Vanderbeck 2006, p. 2262).  Thus it is with farmers’ markets, which have become 
incorporated into redevelopment plans as a central initiative to promote city livability and a 
robust entrepreneurial physical component.  The neoliberalized conceptualization of space 
privileges profitability of capital investments to the exclusion of meanings and publics that do 
not fit with this notion of what public space is for.  Different social groups are kept separate in 
the city and the free speech purpose of public space has nowhere to be carried out (Sorkin 1998).  
Nonetheless, Mitchell (2003) does suggest that even sites that are carefully structured and 
controlled can be sites of creative resistance.  In this vein, my research examines the ways in 
which contemporary farmers’ markets are sites of both control and resistance. 
 
The green creative city 
A major goal of entrepreneurial urban governance is to create an image that will help 
cities compete for the creative class.  For Florida (2000, 2002, 2005), this population is the savior 
of cities, bringing not only their own dollars, but also kinds of companies that want to hire them.  
Florida has a long list of amenities that make cities attractive to young “knowledge workers” 
who are looking for places with what Florida calls the three Ts – technology, talent, and 
tolerance (Florida 2002).  In order to develop these three Ts and attract the creative class, cities 
are encouraged to create a “teeming blend of cafes, sidewalk musicians, and small galleries and 
bistros” (Florida 2002, p. 166).  The natural environment also plays an important role, Florida 
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suggests, and is “a key component of the total package required to attract talent and in doing so 
generate economic growth” (Florida 2000, p. 5). 
Florida’s ideas have swayed many politically powerful individuals and organizations. 
They operate out of the notion that if this particular creative population can be attracted to a city, 
the result will be economic growth and prosperity.  Cities following this program have quickly 
become attuned to cultural amenities, attractive parks, public areas, aesthetic open spaces, and 
robust farmers markets.  While sustainability and greening are not the centerpiece of Florida’s 
original urban development prescription, the same cities that are identified on Florida’s list of 
creative cities also show up on various lists of green and environmentally friendly cities (Cascio 
2005).  Obtaining a green identity has become a sought after marketing tool.  Farmers’ markets 
help to produce a green urban image. 
Redevelopment and re-imaging strategies to attract the creative class have begun to 
incorporate eco-ethical discourses and sustainability projects (Kruger 2007; Quastel 2009; 
Madden 2013).  Cities now compete for prestigious green awards and to be recognized as the 
greenest cities so they can advertise this in city marketing materials.  The criteria for green city 
awards vary, but tend to take into consideration things like parks, trees, and green space; bike 
lanes and public transportation; and recycling and energy savings.  One such list is Siemens’ 
Green City Index, which is based primarily on the number of buildings and landscapes that have 
earned LEED1 certification (Sumner 2012).  As an example, Chicago has appeared on this and 
                                                          
1 Leadership in Energy and Environmental Design (LEED) was developed in 2003 by the U.S. Green Building 
Council and consists of a suite of rating systems for the design, construction and operation of green buildings, 
homes and neighborhoods.  LEED is intended to provide building owners and operators a concise framework for 
identifying and implementing practical and measurable green building design, construction, operations and 
maintenance solutions (www.usgbc.org). 
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other lists of green cities.  When in office, Chicago’s former Mayor Daley was especially vocal 
about his desire to make Chicago the world’s greenest city and took every opportunity to praise 
the city’s parks, waterfront redevelopment, green streetscapes, and green buildings and roofs 
(Kadim 2010).  Chicago’s current mayor, Rahm Emanuel has continued this pattern (Falk 2011).  
Most vigorously, he has continued Daley’s passion for LEED certified design.  Emmanuel has 
also lifted regulations that prevented urban agriculture and has publically discussed the 
importance of making fresh produce available in every community through gardens and farmers’ 
markets (Cox 2013; Falk 2011). 
The New York Times recently discussed Chicago’s greening, and like Florida, asserts that 
urban greening is a good business practice that helps cities attract the right people (Schneider 
2006).  The article notes that people who can afford to live anywhere are the same people that 
help propel local economies and cultural innovation; they prefer green cities and are the 
demographic city governances today need to attract (Schneider 2006).  This article about green 
lifestyle amenities, which ran in the New York Times business section rather than in the lifestyle 
section, is evidence that green city branding and the “green creative class” ideology have gained 
traction across urban America. 
A growing body of literature, much of which is widely labeled as urban political ecology, 
demonstrates that “greenness” and “sustainability” are increasingly being deployed to serve a 
variety of interests and purposes that go well beyond environmental protection.  In this work, one 
objective of urban greening is to allow urban growth and redevelopment to continue in the wake 
of ecological crises and through the rise of popular environmentalism (Hagerman 2007; Kear 
2007; Laidley 2007; Quastal 2009; While et al. 2004; Whitehead 2003).  This literature reveals 
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the ways in which the promotion of a green urban agenda reflects a set of powerful economic 
incentives and uncovers dilemmas such as “eco-gentrification” in which homelessness is the 
outcome of ecological planning processes (Quastal 2009).  Inconsistent environmental interests 
and variable social justice outcomes notwithstanding, the understanding that urban greening 
projects and policies should be promoted because they are good for business and urban 
competitiveness has become widespread.   
Supporting green development and green programs and policies can help urban 
governances maintain support for urban growth and consumerism that creates environmental 
degradation (While et al. 2004).  Thus, this alliance of environmental sustainability and urban 
growth does not always come out in favor of greater environmental protection (Hagerman 2007; 
Kear 2007; Laidley 2007; While et al. 2004).  For example, a study of urban sustainability 
projects in Manchester and Leeds reveals that whether or not a city’s political leaders hold a 
genuine commitment to environmentalism, “governing for sustainability at the urban scale is 
consistently undermined by place competition and the limited fiscal and political opportunities 
for the local state to pursue alternative economic development strategies” (While et al. 2004, p. 
560). 
The sustainability fix concept developed by While, Jonas, and Gibbs (2004) explains the 
conflation of urban growth and sustainability discourses by drawing on Harvey’s (1982) notion 
of a spatial fix.  Similar to how a spatial fix overcomes crises of capital and allows accumulation 
to continue by shifting production across circuits or locations, a sustainability fix can also 
circumvent the crises of overproduction and underconsumption for a period of time.  Urban 
greening and sustainable development projects are precisely what have allowed urban growth 
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and development and capital accumulation to continue unopposed during an era marked by both 
heightened environmental consciousness and increasing inequality and poverty (While et al. 
2004).  Greening projects and discourses legitimize entrepreneurial governance, promote 
continued development, and open up new markets for green consumption (Brand 2007; Quastal 
2009; While et al. 2004). 
Paralleling offers of urban greening discourses and projects in cities today is the 
production of neoliberal subjects (Quastal 2009).  These subjects - civic-minded, embracing of 
an individualist ethos, entrepreneurial, competitive - play a part in producing urban greening 
discourses and spaces and are also reproduced by them.  These subjects support entrepreneurial 
urban governance and favor a type of activism centered on consumption and lifestyle.  The 
“green creative class” comprises people who, by using bike lanes, recycling, shopping at 
farmers’ markets, and supporting green policies, perceive themselves (and are perceived by 
others) as doing the right thing and taking responsibility for the care of themselves, their 
families, and their communities.   
 
Food, lifestyle, and neoliberal subjectivity 
 City leaders, ever sensitive to the presumed necessity of boosting urban competitiveness, 
hope their cities can be identified as sites for discerning experiences and vibrant, ethical food 
distribution systems (Madden 2013).  This drive, too, reflects a city governance’s desire to build 
a liberal, progressive city that can attract and retain “creatives” in the supposed stepped-up 
competition across cities for their presence (Florida 2004).  U.S. cities, in short, have become 
“foodie conscious,” aware that constructing a progressive food base advantageously situates 
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them to more effectively compete for desired people, resources, and capital in the supposed new 
hyper-competitive global economy (Madden 2013).   
Issues surrounding food are given much public attention in America today, which is 
tapped by urban redevelopment governances through the promotion of farmers’ markets as 
development tools (Madden 2013).  Popular food interests cover a range of topics from cooking 
to health and nutrition, from preservation of heritage varietals to environmental protection, and 
from localization of economic activity to farmland preservation and animal welfare (Pollan 2006, 
2008).  Books, television shows, and documentaries about food, cooking, and food systems have 
gone mainstream.  Books like Eric Schlosser’s (2001) Fast Food Nation and Michael Pollan’s 
(2006, 2008) Omnivore’s Dilemma and In Defense of Food have made it onto the New York 
Times bestseller list.  Food writers and pundits as well as cooks have risen to celebrity status.  An 
ever growing number of food television shows and networks thrive and documentaries such as 
Food Inc. (2008) make it out of the obscurity they would have likely been relegated to in the 
past.  Now they play in movie multiplexes alongside the latest action and adventure films.  The 
media have taken up the cause of informing people about food initiatives and the social, 
environmental, economic, and health-based reasons to support them.  Magazines, newspapers, 
and websites widely cover local and organic food and the food movement and in some social 
circles food-focused articles “go viral”, getting passed around and discussed widely via social 
media and the blogosphere.  People are consuming great amounts of information about food and 
use it to construct identities. 
Not only are opportunities to learn about food more readily available, but people have 
also been taking action to change the way that food is produced, distributed, and consumed.  
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Both grassroots and government sponsored local food initiatives have been and continue to be in 
the process of being developed in many places.  These typically focus on expanding alternatives 
to the conventional approach to the way food is produced, distributed, and consumed (Goodman, 
Goodman, and DuPuis 2011).  Farmers’ markets are an important subset of this phenomenon, 
having grown dramatically in number throughout the United States over the past several decades, 
as discussed above, with the most rapid increase occurring over the last fifteen years. 
Yet, whiteness pervades these farmers’ markets and those who reap the benefits of new 
food production, distribution, and consumption trends (Guthman 2008b; Slocum 2007).  A 
tongue-in-cheek blog called “stuff white people like” has included farmers’ markets on its list 
and satires of white, snooty, and outlandish (but well-meaning) middle and upper class people.  
Farmers’ market shoppers are parodied on comedy shows such as Portlandia and Saturday Night 
Live.  These representations of farmers’ markets and farmers’ market shoppers, though 
exaggerated in some ways, have actually been corroborated to a degree by academic research 
showing that farmers’ markets patrons in the United States “perform whiteness” through their 
participation in farmers’ markets (Alkon and McCullen 2010).  Alkon and McCullen (2010) 
suggest that farmers’ market managers, vendors, and customers hold notions of what these 
shoppers should be like that both reflect and inform “an affluent, liberal habitus of whiteness” (p. 
941).  They purportedly gain a sense of political empowerment and social acceptance through 
buying local organic food and signaling their privilege and ethical beliefs.  Here at farmers’ 
markets, consumption rituals and lifestyle practices have been recast as ways to perform one’s 
ethics and politics.   
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To many scholars, here is governmentality in practice. Governmentality, Michel Foucault 
suggests, is; 
an activity that undertakes to conduct individuals throughout their lives 
by placing them under the authority of a guide responsible for what they 
do and for what happens to them (1997, p. 68). 
Foucault’s notion of governmentality illuminates processes and techniques through which human 
conduct is shaped, such as the construction and transformation of ideologies, discourses, and 
strategies that influence knowledge production (Rose 1999).  As many now note, 
governmentality as a form of power has become increasingly prominent in the era of 
neoliberalization (Prince and Dufty, 2009).  
Governmentality as a concept helps us understand the constituting of subjects who adopt 
regulative functions that support a range of neoliberal practices and policies in attempts to self-
improve (Foucault 2008).  Farmers’ markets can be considered spaces through which the “the 
government of one’s self and of others” (Foucault, cited in Gordon 1991, p. 2) occurs.  Thus, 
farmers’ markets are an example of a space through which a type of power is exercised.   
The meanings attached to farmers’ markets and green consumption are being actively 
packaged and sold.  In this way market shoppers are constructed as being good citizens who self-
improve through their consumption and lifestyle choices and are active members of a society that 
supports urban growth in harmony with the environment.  Thus, being green, with all of its 
variations, can be seen as a powerful mode of governmentality in which social forces are co-
opted and transformed into a neoliberal image.  The co-optation of specific meanings and values 
associated with farmers’ markets and the environment and the de-legitimization of other 
meanings have served to legitimate the policy agendas of local governances. 
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Structure of the dissertation 
The remaining chapters of this dissertation are organized as follows.  In chapter two, I 
discuss and reflect upon the research methods I used and the data I gathered for this dissertation.  
I describe the selection of interviewees and the interview process as well as the ways in which I 
conducted participatory observation at each of the markets and the strategic planning documents, 
promotional material, and media sources that I studied and how I examined them.  I also discuss 
my positionality as a researcher and how this may have affected the study.  In chapter three I 
provide background on each of three case study sites and explain my choice of “ordinary” cities 
for this study.  Chapter four begins my empirical analysis.  It focuses on the ways in which 
farmers’ markets are being utilized as redevelopment tools and how they are perceived and 
promoted by local governances.  Chapter five draws connections between farmers’ markets and 
the normalization of neoliberalism through subject formation.  I examine the ways that farmers’ 
markets and farmers’ market subjectivities have become integrated into the dominant neoliberal 
urban development paradigm, the commodification of almost everything, and the normalization 
of post-politics.  I also examine how these processes are being understood by those who 
participate in farmers’ markets.  In chapter five I turn to examine the creativity and agency of 
farmers’ market shoppers and illuminate the transformative possibilities of lifestyle politics.  
Finally, in chapter six I sum up the findings of my study, address their conceptual implications, 
and discuss directions for future research.    
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Chapter 2: Methodology 
In this chapter, I discuss the dissertation’s methods and data.  I initially discuss 
ethnography and my choice to use this technique as my overarching study tool.  Next, I describe 
my research process, beginning with surveys that I conducted in person at the markets in 
Davenport, IA and Urbana, IL and online; the process of conducting semi-structured interviews 
with farmers’ market shoppers, managers, and city planners and administrators, and methods 
through which I gained access to and selected interviewees; and the ways in which I conducted 
participant observation at each of the markets.  I also briefly discuss the strategic planning 
documents, promotional material, media sources, personal blogs, and social media sites that I 
studied.  Finally, I explain my positionality as a researcher and interrogate this as it relates to the 
research process and some minor obstacles that I faced.   
 
Ethnography 
       The intent of ethnographic research is to gain an understanding of the social meanings of 
ordinary practices and everyday life (Brewer 2000).  The methods and motivations for 
conducting ethnography share commonalities with the ways in which we intuitively make sense 
of the people, places, and ideas that we encounter in our own lives.  Hammersley (1990) 
describes ethnography as having the following features: 
(a) People are studied in everyday contexts. 
(b) Data are gathered from a range of sources, but observation and relatively informal 
conversations tend to be the principal ones. 
(c) The approach to data collection is adaptable. 
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(d) The focus is usually a single setting or group. 
(e) The analysis of the data involves interpretation of the meanings and functions of human 
actions. 
Collins (1988) explains that ethnographers use a range of methods and may focus on 
different scales.  Macro-ethnography focuses on the study of broadly-defined socioeconomic 
structures while micro-ethnography examines the actions of narrowly defined groups or 
individuals (Collins 1988).  My dissertation work combines micro- and macro- methodologies, 
examining the interrelated processes that co-produce farmers’ markets, farmers’ market 
shoppers, and neoliberalism.   
Traditionally, ethnographers have operated with the goal of obtaining an “emic” 
perspective, i.e., the narrative presented and the voices represented provide an objective 
depiction of the social processes being studied (Madison 2005).  However, my work differs from 
conventional ethnographic approaches that represent the object of study through a realist 
ontology (Sayer 1992).  In my work I do not assume the a priori objective existence of the 
spaces, social structures, or subjectivities that I interrogate.  Rather, I see them as part of a 
socially constructed ontology and as “always in a process of being shaped, reshaped, and 
challenged by the spatial practices of various groups and individuals” (McCann 1999, p. 168).  
My goal is to interrogate the ongoing processes that produce and mediate social understandings 
and the dynamics of farmers’ markets.  I acknowledge that my interpretation of people, places, 
and processes studied is underpinned by my theoretical framework, which shapes the knowledge 
I produce.  In contrast to conventional approaches to ethnography that tend to assume their 
subject matter as something with an underlying reality that can be discovered and measured, my 
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starting point has been a view of my subject matter as contingent and continuously evolving and 
as that which can be understood in a multiplicity of ways. 
The methods for this project are based on an ethnographic study of three case study 
farmers’ markets.  The understandings gleaned from each case study are analyzed in light of the 
different local contexts that frame the markets.  In response to critiques suggesting that case 
study research cannot produce results that are useful beyond the local context, Yin (2009) argues 
that case study research can fruitfully produce important theory.  Intensive case based 
knowledge, to Yin, is an ideal way to advance understandings of a complex, variegated globe.  
Dovey (2010) agrees in her critique of positivist science methods.  She objects to the widely 
embraced idea that simplified representations of places that can create universal principles are 
the only and best way to advance understanding.  She also suggests that because place is 
simultaneously experienced, structured, and discursively constructed, utilizing a variety of 
methods and data sources is important to unearth the diversity of places’ dimensions. 
 
Data sources and methods 
For each case study, data was derived from a multiplicity of tasks.  First, I conducted 
formal interviews and informal discussions with current and previous city officials, market 
managers, venders, and farmers’ market patrons.  Second, I conducted in-person and open-ended 
online surveys of farmers market patrons.  Third, I engaged in many hours of participant 
observation during which I either acted as a farmers’ market shopper or as a market assistant 
doing various tasks to help the market manager.  Fourth, I analyzed strategic planning documents 
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and advertising and media materials.  Finally, I examined personal blogs of farmers’ market 
shoppers and social media sites. 
At Urbana’s Market at the Square, I was an official volunteer during five Saturday 
markets in the summer of 2010.  I filled out paperwork with the City of Urbana and fulfilled 
specifically assigned tasks.  At Champaign’s Historic North First Street Farmers’ Market, I was 
paid to work at the market for the duration of the market season’s ten Thursdays during the 
summer of 2011.  My salary of ten dollars an hour was paid by the North First Street Business 
Association.  I visited the Freight House Market as a participant observer four times during the 
summer of 2010 and twice in 2011.  I spoke to the market manager and the market liaison with 
the City of Davenport about conducting research at the market, which they accepted, but 
paperwork was not required or requested, nor did the market manager chose to accept my offer 
to help out at the market as a volunteer.  In addition to these farmers’ market visits to volunteer, 
work, and collect data, I also participated in and observed these and other markets in ordinary 
cities regularly for at least ten years and informally amassed information about them.  While my 
past experience with farmers’ markets does not factor into the data I analyzed for this project, I 
mention it because it influenced my observations and analyses. 
During each farmers’ market visit, I talked informally with randomly selected vendors 
and customers, took photographs, made purchases, observed interactions among customers and 
vendors, studied human usage of the space, and listened to people’s conversations about the 
market.  As a volunteer at the Market at the Square, I assisted the market manager with a variety 
of tasks.  I helped children who visited the market plant sunflower seeds and taught them about 
seeds and plants for a monthly program for children called Sprouts at the Market.  Twice, I 
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collected information from vendors about donations for the following week’s Sprouts at the 
Market program.  And twice, I helped distribute information at the City tent and counted patrons 
entering and shopping at the market for the City’s records.  As an employee of the North First 
Street Business Association working at the Champaign site, I was responsible for processing 
patrons’ Link card (formerly food stamps) transactions, answering customers’ and vendors’ 
questions, helping entertainers set up, and being a friendly face at the market.  From my base 
under a tent set up to serve as the market headquarters, I was able to interact with many market 
patrons and observe what went on at the market each week.  At Davenport’s Freight House 
Market, I acted as a farmers’ market patron.  During these experiences, I paid attention to how 
market visitors talk and act at the market and how they interact with each other and with vendors. 
During the spring and summer of 2010, I conducted semi-formal interviews with City 
officials, market managers, and farmers’ market shoppers.  These interviews lasted from ten 
minutes to about two hours, depending on the availability and interest of interviewees.  For each 
interview, I worked from a set of prepared questions (see Appendices A and B for templates).  
However, I often asked the questions out of order, often worded them differently than they 
appear in the appendices, and sometimes skipped one or two questions (and added additional 
questions) during interviews, depending on the direction of the conversation.  In addition to 
semi-formal interviews, I also talked informally with market managers and shoppers when I 
visited the markets as a volunteer, employee, or participant observer.  When conversing 
informally with market managers and farmers’ market shoppers, I did not have a list of specific 
questions to base conversations, though of course I always had the purpose of my research 
project in mind during these interactions.  With both the semi-formal interviews and informal 
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conversations, my intention was to encourage discussion about the importance of the farmers’ 
market and the intended and unintended roles that it plays without steering the interviewees’ 
responses toward any preconceived assumptions that I may have had. 
The interviews I conducted with City officials and market managers took place in their 
workplaces, usually in their personal office space at their desks or in a conference room.  When I 
felt it was appropriate to ask and consent was given, interviews were recorded and fully 
transcribed later, usually on the same day as the interviews.  During interviews that I did not 
record, I took notes and immediately after the interview added to the notes.  Informal chats with 
market managers and farmers’ market patrons and semi-formal interviews with market patrons 
took place at the farmers’ markets and were not recorded.  Brief notes were taken during 
conversations which were then added to immediately after I left the market.  Some follow up 
questions were answered through email and twice I accepted invitations to engage in subsequent 
discussions at interviewee’s homes.  In general, participants were exceptionally eager to help 
with my project, two were so eager to talk more about farmers’ markets that they invited me, 
rather than the other way around, to their homes to converse further.  I was surprised that it was 
very rare that a farmers’ market shopper turned down my request to answer a few questions 
while he or she shopped.  When my request was declined, it was in a very polite way.  Nearly 
everyone that I approached indicated that they were happy to respond to my questions.   
Because I felt that recording conversations would detract from the feeling of informality 
and comfort that I hoped to maintain with farmers’ market shoppers, some quotations in this 
dissertation are paraphrased.  Care was taken to maintain interviewees’ overall tone and intent.  
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Public officials and market managers are identified in this dissertation by their positions.  All 
farmers’ market patron interviewees have been kept anonymous. 
The websites and strategic planning documents I analyzed deal with downtown 
redevelopment and/or the farmers’ market.  The strategic plans for the downtowns of each city 
and planning documents were created both in-house and by consultants.  The promotional 
materials I analyzed include online sources that advertise either of the cities, their downtown, 
and/or their farmers’ markets.  In particular, I focused on the websites and social media sites of 
each of the markets, the Chambers of Commerce, the Convention and Visitor’s Bureaus, the 
downtown business associations for each city, and city government.  I examined online reviews 
of the markets on review websites such as yelp.com and read personal blogs and Facebook posts 
that mentioned the markets.  I also read newspaper articles and examined other local media 
sources for farmers’ market coverage.  Finally, I surveyed the personal blogs of local farmers’ 
market shoppers to understand more about the ways in which shopping at the farmers’ market fit 
into the broader lifestyles, beliefs, and desires that they express through their writing.  While it 
might have been useful to examine blogs prior to interviewing market shoppers to help me 
formulate questions, I did not add this piece to my research plan until an interviewee mentioned 
to me that she writes a blog about her lifestyle.  After reading her blog I sought out blogs of other 
farmers’ market shoppers living in Urbana, Champaign, or Davenport through a Google search 
and through links on the original blogger’s site.   
When I examined the websites, documents, and promotional materials, I looked for 
indications of the kind of image being projected or cultivated and the kind of desired citizen 
being forwarded.  I also considered how the markets were portrayed, the kinds of goals ascribed 
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to each market, and how it was suggested the markets contribute to urban redevelopment.  When 
appraising reviews of the markets and personal blogs and posts on websites and social media, I 
was concerned with gathering information about how the market is valued and understood.  An 
additional goal in appraising personal blogs was to gather information about the lifestyles, 
beliefs, and desires that devoted farmers’ market shoppers express through their writing.  My 
reading of these materials thus uncovered links between farmers’ markets and neoliberalization. 
 
Positionality 
Rose (1997) notes that “all knowledge is produced in specific circumstances and those 
circumstances shape it in some way” (p. 305).  It has been important for me to consider how my 
own position affected my interactions with research participants and the data extracted.  In 
particular, my relationship to and my preconceived perceptions of farmers’ markets are 
important to reflect on.  Outside of this project, I am an occasional farmers’ market shopper and I 
tend to favor organic produce when my budget allows it.  While I do not consider myself a 
“foodie”, I have an interest in cooking and nutrition, and have become more interested in these 
types of topics since having children.  Due to these interests, as well as my background growing 
up on a conventional farm, I have long been concerned about issues related to farming and food 
policy and practices.  I follow media coverage of these topics, but I do not consider myself an 
“expert”, nor do I have degrees that focus specifically on these topics. 
For some aspects of this research project, I believe my positionality has been an 
advantage.  In particular, the experiences and interests I share with many of my research 
participants helped foster a social bond and bring greater depth to my interactions with farmers’ 
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market shoppers and managers.  Thus, in-depth interviewees were comfortable sharing details of 
their lives.  On the other hand, I also wondered if I was giving off a vibe that led to nearly all of 
my interviewees praising the benefits of farmers’ markets and local food, sometimes even when I 
was not asking questions specifically about those things. 
There was also a less helpful aspect of my positionality in regard to this research.  I felt 
uncomfortable analyzing and describing the beliefs and actions of people who I felt that I had 
bonded with, particularly because my theoretical framework prompts a type of critical analysis 
that they might not have expected and may not appreciate or approve of.  Although I briefly 
explained the purpose of my research to research participants before conducting interviews, I 
worried they would feel they were misled if the full foundations of the research were revealed.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
27 
 
Chapter 3: Case Study Sites 
Ordinary cities 
I studied farmers’ markets in smaller places, what Robinson (2006) calls “ordinary 
cities”, rather than in large cities for three reasons.  First, I believe that farmers’ markets are 
important and powerful in the context of smaller places.  While larger cities tend to have a 
multitude of cultural sites and institutions, farmers’ markets are often more prominent in the 
cultural spheres of smaller cities, many of which focus a relatively larger portion of their 
branding and competition-based efforts on their farmers’ markets.  Second, entrepreneurial 
governance, urban greening, and urban redevelopment processes are less often studied and 
potentially less well understood in smaller cities.  Therefore, in addition to contributing to 
knowledge about the production of farmers’ markets and the work they do, this research will also 
amend the literature on entrepreneurial governance and neoliberal urbanism to include smaller-
sized cities.  Finally, I am interested in the bottom-up ways people in smaller cities confront 
neoliberal urbanism and work to create the kinds of places they want to live in.  Protest 
movements and other relatively visible bottom-up action tend to be centered in big cities.  Small 
cities are not included in the existing narrative on bottom-up change.  However, people are 
actively shaping places and discourses in small cities, which can impact the path of 
neoliberalization.  This chapter gives an overview of three ordinary cities and their farmers’ 
markets, which are case study sites for my research.  
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Freight House Market: Davenport, IA 
The first research site is the Freight House Market in Davenport, Iowa.  Davenport, the 
largest of the three cities I conducted research in, contains a population of 99,685 as of 2010 
(U.S. Census Bureau 2010).  It is the largest city in a metropolitan area straddling the Mississippi 
river and known as the “quad cities.”  Davenport is a rust-belt city and much of its downtown,  
located near the Mississippi River, has recently been a locus of heavy investment in 
beautification projects and aggressive redevelopment planning (Interviews with City of 
Davenport planners; Online correspondence with the author of Quad Cities Images blog).  
Incentives are offered to developers to transform industrial buildings into high-end condos, 
office spaces, restaurants, and retail shops.  New downtown offerings I encountered on my visits 
to downtown Davenport include a shop that sells small concrete sculptures at high prices, coffee 
shops, a cupcake shop, a yoga studio, and a brew pub.  Other buildings and businesses were in 
various stages of renovation and large flower planters were in the process of being installed.  I 
quickly ascertained from my visual inspection that downtown Davenport is going through a 
process of transformation.  Just beyond Davenport’s revitalizing downtown lies a starkly 
different landscape.  There is a distinct visual break between the spaces that have benefited from 
redevelopment resources and the poor neighborhood adjacent to downtown.  The effects of the 
kind of governance that Harvey (1989) describes as having turned away from redistributive 
concerns to focus primarily on the attraction of investment can be visually observed in 
Davenport as elaborately planned spaces of investment and swaths of poverty and disinvestment 
exist side by side. 
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 Several programs offered by the City of Davenport financially assist developers and 
business owners. The most common form of support for redevelopment projects comes in the 
form of no interest loans for downtown redevelopment projects, repayable in annual installments 
over a period of up to 10 years (City of Davenport 2010).  If a structure is deemed to be 
especially significant to the desired image and planned redevelopment trajectory of the 
downtown, a portion of the award can be made as a forgivable loan in which case repayment is 
not required if certain negotiated conditions are met (City of Davenport 2010).  Redevelopment 
property tax exemptions and tax increment financing are also used to encourage redevelopment 
(City of Davenport 2010).   
Beautification and cultural projects are also important aspects of Davenport’s 
redevelopment strategy.  The most recent beautification project is the City’s construction of 
oversize flower planters in the median of River Drive, which the Freight House Farmers’ Market 
faces.  The planters are part of Davenport’s larger Front Porch Parkway beautification plan, a 
1.43 million dollar project paid for with City funds, a Federal American Recovery and 
Reinvestment Act Grant, and a State of Iowa Great Places grant (Brecht 2010)2. 
The Freight House Farmers’ Market, which opened in 2008, is a $900,000 project funded 
by the City of Davenport and is promoted as one of the centerpieces of city redevelopment 
(Hargreaves Associates 2004; Jarrell 2007).  Market management was run by the City of 
Davenport’s Levee Improvement Commission from 2008 to 2009 at which time management 
was turned over to a board of directors, which includes one member from the Levee 
                                                          
2 Although the planters had been touted as facilitators in the attraction of customers for River Drive businesses, one 
of the planters was removed less than a year later with a $52,000 change order because River Drive business owners 
complained that the planters were an obstruction that kept traffic from being able to enter their parking lots (Ickes 
2011).   
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Improvement Commission, one member from the Downtown Development Association, three 
local business representatives and/or market customers3, and six vendors (Interview with Levee 
Improvement Commissioner).  The board chair is the market manager, which is currently an 
unpaid position, but the board has begun advertising for a part-time paid market assistant 
(Interview with Freight House Market Manager).   
According to the most recent former market chairperson, the difference between the 
Freight House Market and previous smaller downtown markets is that the Freight House Market 
is “an educational and entertainment based market”.  Clowns that make animal-shaped balloons 
for children frequent the market as do local musicians and community groups hosting a variety 
of programs.  This new market has been well-attended since its initiation and operates outdoors 
spring through fall and inside year round on Saturdays and Tuesdays.  Saturday markets draw 
between 5,000 and 10,000 visitors and host around 190 vendors (Interview with Freight House 
Market manager).  While it is not a local-only market, vendors are required to indicate with signs 
where their produce and products are from.  The market manager explained that there has been 
some non-compliance with this rule and some problems with mislabeling non-local produce as 
local, but vendors are largely supportive of this public informing.   
 Because it is a newer market and is still becoming established, decisions made about the 
Freight House Market tend to stir up controversy, according to the Freight House Market 
manager.  For example, small changes such as reorganizing parking or shifting operating  hours 
slightly as well as larger ones such as the recent purchase of the Freight House building by the 
City of Davenport to be developed into a “food hub” have been criticized by some.  However, as 
                                                          
3 At the time that this research was conducted all three of these positions were held by business representatives. 
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my market consumer survey and interviews with market participants indicate, the market is 
overwhelmingly perceived positively by shoppers.  
Davenport has been funneling large amounts of funds into signature projects, which the 
Freight House food hub is to become.  Previous signature projects include the Figge Art 
Museum; the Skybridge, which is widely known among area residents as “the bridge to 
nowhere”; the adaptive redevelopment of vacant downtown buildings into high-rent condos; and 
the aestheticization of roadways.  With the direction of redevelopment planning, the goal is to 
make downtown Davenport attractive for affluent tourist consumption and in-movement.  The 
assumption behind the failure to acknowledge the reality of surrounding poor neighborhoods is 
either that these neighborhoods are not important to redevelopment or that the benefits of 
redevelopment will trickle down to problem areas.   
Image 1 (below) shows the epicenter of Davenport’s downtown redevelopment.  The 
Figge Art Museum, the large modern glass structure in the bottom left of the image, was 
completed in 2005 and cost close to fifty million dollars.  While, in general, the Figge is viewed 
in a positive light, the Skybridge, which can be seen in the image below just to the right of the 
Figge, is commonly pointed out as the epitome of poor funds usage.  Also built in 2005, the 
Skybridge cost seven million dollars, but has not been well used as people find the crosswalk 
below to be more convenient.  Moreover, in local sentiment, the Skybridge is used mostly by 
drug dealers and homeless people.  That may not be true, but this is a perception that keeps some 
people from using it.      
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Image 1: View of downtown Davenport.  Note the Skybridge and Figge Art Museum, two highly 
designed new elements in downtown.  The Freight House Farmers’ Market is located just west of 
what is visible in this image. (Source: Quad Cities Times) 
 
Market at the Square: Urbana, IL 
Urbana, Illinois had a population of 41,250 as of the 2010 census (U.S. Census Bureau 
2010).  Urbana shares a border with its neighboring city, Champaign (pop. 81,055).  Urbana and 
Champaign are the home of the University of Illinois, which has a student body of around 
40,000.  Urbana’s environmental efforts are a key part of its identity and according to the City of 
Urbana’s sustainability plan and its “green before it was cool” brochure, Urbana City 
government “has been promoting environmental sustainability for over 30 years” (City of 
Urbana 2008). 
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The manager of Urbana’s Market at the Square, explained that the market, which began 
in 1979, lends much to the city’s green identity.  The market takes place every Saturday morning 
from May until November in the parking lot of downtown’s Lincoln Square Shopping Center, a 
defunct mall that has been transformed into something of a joint shopping, health care, and 
community center.  The Market at the Square is a “producers only” market with over 170 
registered vendors, all of which are “local”, which in this case is defined as originating within the 
state of Illinois.  It attracts approximately 7000 visitors on average each Saturday (City of 
Urbana 2010b).  It is managed by a paid City employee and has multiple paid staff members that 
help to run it.  There is no external board or governance structure for the market.  The market 
manager position is a ¾ time position.  The other ¼ of the market manager’s time is to be 
devoted, according to the market manager, to “more ordinary economic development tasks”.  
From my interactions with the market manager, it is clear that while she considers her job to be 
stressful at times and less than ideal due to the requirement that she be in town every weekend in 
the summer and up very early every summer Saturday, it is clear that she enjoys her job and 
considers it both fun and important work.  She has referred to her main task as “throwing a huge 
farmers’ market themed party”.  The result of the efforts of a dedicated and enthusiastic market 
manager and staff is a noticeably and purposefully well-organized and very well-publicized 
market.   
Social media is a major way that the Market at the Square has been publicized since the 
current market manager was hired in 2006.  Frequent Facebook posts, blog updates, and a 
weekly column in a local online magazine are all modes of getting the word out.  People without 
good access to the internet or who lack computer skills are not kept as well in the loop.  The 
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information that those “in the loop” are getting consists of enticement to attend the market.  
Typically the information that is disseminated is heavy on visual and verbal descriptions of the 
fruit and vegetables that one can expect to find at the market each week and how amazingly 
delicious and healthful these items are.  Sometimes, general interest articles about food and 
farmers’ markets are also passed along this way. 
Neoliberal redevelopment governance in Urbana operates in a somewhat different 
manner than in Davenport.  While attracting investment and consumers remains a top priority 
and some of the same development tools are used, the size, history, and culture of the city has 
helped play a part in shaping a different style of neoliberalization.  As a smaller city and in a 
smaller metropolitan region than Davenport, large projects like the Figge Art Museum and 
Davenport’s Skybridge are not feasible4.  In contrast to Davenport’s one size fits all approach 
that is based on following the example of other, often much larger, cities that are considered 
successful and on the advice of numerous external “experts”, interviews conducted with past and 
present redevelopment officials in Urbana suggest redevelopment processes in this city have 
more internally-based origins.  Redevelopment goals in Urbana revolve around promoting a 
close-knit “community” and a positive and unique image for Urbana.  Public meetings and 
participation activities are also common in Urbana.  While Davenport planners endeavor to 
follow in the footsteps of other cities that are considered successful and reify “expert advice”, 
interviews with Urbana planners indicate a belief that Urbana is unique and that redevelopment 
strategies should incorporate this uniqueness.  Interviewees noted that Urbana residents are 
special and want something different from what’s provided in other cities.  What they want, I 
                                                          
4 Whether or not these projects should have been considered appropriate for Davenport has been a matter of intense 
debate in the Quad Cities (Interview with author of Quad Cities Images blog 3/23/2011). 
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was told, are things like a vibrant local music scene, art galleries, a public arts program, and, 
perhaps most importantly, they want a green community.  Urbana residents are discursively 
constructed by the planners that I spoke to as special people who want a chance to interact with 
local farmers, to visit parks, to ride their bicycles, and enjoy a healthy lifestyle.  Notably, what 
people in Urbana are seen as wanting doesn’t diverge particularly from what other cities are 
promoting, but the notion of an enlightened citizenry, one that understands what is important, 
was striking in my interviews with Urbana officials.  Ultimately, different redevelopment 
policies in Davenport and Urbana reflect different discourses and scales.  
The market manager explained that the purpose of the market is principally to provide 
locals with access to fresh, local, healthy food, and provide education for the community about 
how food systems operate.  She is also concerned with equity and sees the farmers’ market as a 
place for everyone’s benefit.  She recently enabled the market to begin accepting Link cards in 
2010 and to implement a “double value” program in 2011 for patrons with Link cards.  Link card 
users can now get double value up to $20.  For example, $20 worth of produce costs market 
patrons using Link cards $10.  According to the market manager, $14,299 in Link dollars 
circulated the market in 2011 (Radio interview with Market at the Square manager). 
Educational programming is an important part of the Market at the Square and an 
important personal goal of the market manager.  The market has three main education programs: 
Sprouts at the Market, Eat Here, and Art at the Market.  Sprouts at the Market was established in 
2008 in conjunction with a University of Illinois graduate student project.  In 2008, the market 
manager wanted to develop a program that would educate children.  She observed that; 
There wasn’t much around the idea of teaching kids about fruits and 
vegetables and nutrition or about seasonality and the farmers that grow 
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the food at the market and that’s something that’s really important- to 
start educating kids at a young age. 
When a graduate student in dietetics at the University of Illinois offered to initiate Sprouts at the 
Market, the market manager was very supportive.  She has continued the program even after the 
graduate student project came to an end. 
The market manager explained that she secured grant funding to initiate Eat Here in 
2010, with the money mostly being spent on signs, flyers, and promotional material.  For Eat 
Here she has created a blog, Facebook page, and a tent at the Market where patrons are 
encouraged to stop by and learn about local the farms where farmers’ market livestock are raised 
and produce is grown and the reasons it is good to eat locally.  Occasionally, blog and Facebook 
followers are told that they can pick up a free tote bag or shirt at the Eat Here tent when they 
come to learn and browse pictures of vegetables growing and animals grazing on local farms.  
Art at the Market began in 2011 and is sponsored by the City of Urbana’s Public Arts Program.  
Art at the Market is held monthly and typically involves food or nature-inspired projects that 
children can complete with a parent’s help.  Music performances are also included in what the 
Public Arts Program provides for the Market at the Square. 
Conversations with the former Chief Administrative Officer at the City of Urbana who 
was influential in making the decision that the City of Urbana would take over running the 
farmers’ market in the 1980s proved informative.  He noted that this was a time when the 
downtown business association struggled to uphold their responsibilities associated with running 
the market.  Prior to this time, this interviewee explained, the city provided varying levels of 
support, but had never had full responsibility for the market as it does now.  To this former 
official, the decision was made to incorporate what has become a permanent market manager 
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position into Urbana’s Economic Development Division because it provided “opportunities for 
our citizens and something neat to do to market the city”.  Asked about the history of Urbana’s 
green image and the taking over of the farmers’ market, he noted; 
At that time we weren’t thinking yet about sustainable lifestyle and the 
benefits to sustainable society.  That’s really come about much more 
recently.  We weren’t thinking about that at all then.  Our priority was to 
keep this great community space going downtown.   
Urbana’s former City Administrator was not familiar with the city’s “green before it was cool” 
declaration and in his interpretation it might not be accurate to say the city was particularly 
interested in being green twenty or thirty years ago.   
Whether or not the green aspect of the market was recognized as being beneficial to 
Urbana’s identity twenty or thirty years ago, the community space aspect is something that was 
influential in the decision to have the City of Urbana run the market and continues to be 
recognized today.  The current director of Urbana’s Community Development Department 
pointed to the market as an important community space that provides benefits for citizens, helps 
create a positive image for the City of Urbana, and supports the City’s downtown redevelopment 
plan.  When I asked about how the market manager position has been funded over time, she 
explained that the position is partly funded by the downtown TIF district, which was 
implemented to provide funds for redevelopment projects. 
 
Market on Historic North First Street: Champaign, IL 
As noted above, Champaign is Urbana’s neighboring city and had a population of 81,055 
at the time of the 2010 census (U.S.Census Bureau 2010).  Champaign’s market began in 2010 
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and is very small.  While the City of Champaign provides support for the market in the form of 
permitting the market to use the police department parking lot and providing the site electrical 
power, the relationship is minor compared to Urbana’s Market at the Square and Davenport’s 
Freight House Market.  As a Champaign planner put it in a newspaper interview, “[the Market on 
Historic North First Street] is a private venture . . . but we want to see it succeed” (Monson 
2010).  The impetus for forming this farmers’ market did not come directly from city 
government, but rather came from the North First Street Business Association.  The North First 
Street Business Association funds a part-time market manager position and a market assistant 
position, which I held in 2011. 
North First Street adjoins downtown Champaign with a historically black neighborhood 
on its periphery.  The business association is a nonprofit organization led by a board of business 
owners and administered by an employee of a nonprofit law organization located on North First 
Street.  A North First Street business owner explained to me that the idea to start a market was 
first developed by the downtown business organization’s administrator as a way to draw 
attention and customers from the thriving downtown area to North First Street businesses.  
According to major decision makers involved in starting the farmers’ market the decision to start 
the market centered on making a vibrant public space.  Despite this, the market manager often 
uses food desert5 discourse to explain why the decision was made to put a market in this location.  
There is one full-service grocery store a half mile away from the farmers’ market site and 
another two full-service grocery stores within two miles of this market.  All three have bus 
service running between the store and the neighborhood where the market is located.    
                                                          
5 A food desert is defined as a place where healthy, affordable food is difficult to obtain.  Typically food desert are 
associated with a lack of supermarkets (Story et al. 2008). 
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Nevertheless, the ethical discourse of bringing healthy food to a food desert is a powerful one 
and is heavily used in association with this particular farmers’ market.  That the neighborhood 
adjacent to the North First Street market is low-income has been incorporated into the way the 
market is described and legitimized to those who don’t live or work in the North First Street area.  
It is an additional feature that is added in this case to the ethical discourse of farmers’ markets. 
Champaign’s farmers’ market averages four vendors each week and it is struggling, to 
put it mildly.6  During my time as market assistant, fewer than fifty patrons, including children 
and many people who just walk through without stopping to make a purchase or even browse, 
came to the market most weeks.  Occasionally larger numbers of people came, but just as often 
the number of people visiting the market was much smaller.  When asked if they planned to 
return the following year, only one of the market’s produce vendors replied that he was sure that 
he would return.  This particular vendor is retired and sells produce for some extra money, but 
also attends the market because he loves doing it.  The other vendors earn their living through 
selling produce and selling at this particular market was not worth the time and effort that they 
put into it.  There have been weeks at the North First Street farmers’ market when they earned 
hardly enough to cover the ten dollar weekly fee to sell at the market. 
  
Discussion  
While some of the details of individual redevelopment plans and their goals differ for 
each city (or neighborhood, in the case of the Champaign market), as do the configurations of 
                                                          
6 2013 update: It is now mid-June and the Market at North First Street has not opened for the summer.  Since the 
North First Street Business Association was eager to continue the market, this indicates that not enough vendors 
were interested in selling at this market.   
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governance structures and the demographics and culture, the general development approaches 
taken in each city can be considered to have important similarities at a fundamental level.  Each 
of the farmers’ markets that I examined factor significantly in neoliberal urban redevelopment 
strategies pursued in the cities in which they are located.  As has become the norm among cities 
of varying sizes throughout the United States and much of the world, in Davenport, Urbana, and 
Champaign resources and political efforts are concentrated on driving economic development 
through competition and the creation of an image, a quality of life, and a business climate that 
will draw middle and upper class consumers and attract businesses and investment.  The creation 
of a good business climate usually entails the provision of tax breaks and incentives to 
developers and corporations and the creation of an image for the city is done with the purpose of 
attracting wealthy consumers.  This is done while needs of existing residents go unaddressed, 
particularly those of the poor.  Retraction of attention and funds from social welfare policies and 
programs has accompanied the focus on creating a good business climate and a positive image 
(MacLeod 2002, Wilson 2006).   
Farmers’ markets are now considered to be a lifestyle amenity and are being offered up in 
Davenport, Urbana, and Champaign to ethical, green, creative-class consumers.  Farmers’ 
markets are particularly appealing in this role because they offer a number of desired benefits at 
once.  A farmers’ market is simultaneously a gathering space that can serve as a symbol of a 
vibrant and fun community; a beacon for the creative class seeking culture, difference, and 
authenticity; and a space for individuals to fulfill the eco-ethical consumption duties that are now 
viewed as a requisite of good citizenship.  The farmers’ markets in Davenport, Urbana, and 
Champaign are each being utilized as tools to make the areas in which they are located appear 
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vibrant and active and ideal for middle and upper-class consumers ready to spend money, be 
good citizens, and live the good life. 
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Chapter 4: Farmers’ Markets as Urban Redevelopment Tools 
 This chapter examines the roles that these farmers’ markets play in fostering neoliberal 
redevelopment goals.  In unearthing this neoliberal redevelopment – farmers’ market connection, 
I first discuss how these spaces are being deployed to produce a desired urban image and how 
these imaginings have been built into neoliberal redevelopment planning schemes.  Then, I delve 
into the paradox in which farmers’ markets are promoted as egalitarian spaces for all while they 
are used as tools to promote a type of redevelopment that targets one population for benefits.    
 
Farmers’ markets and urban entrepreneurialism 
Harvey wrote in 1989 about the transition from managerial to entrepreneurial urban 
governance, suggesting that,   
Gentrification, cultural innovation, and physical up-grading of the urban 
environment (including the turn to post-modernist styles of architecture 
and urban design), consumer attractions (sports stadia, convention and 
shopping centres, marinas, exotic eating places) and entertainment (the 
organization of urban spectacles on a temporary or permanent basis), 
have all become much more prominent facets of strategies for urban 
regeneration.  Above all, the city has to appear as an innovative, exciting, 
creative, and safe place to live or visit, to play and consume in (Harvey 
1989, p. 9).     
Since Harvey initially wrote about the then recent transition from managerial to entrepreneurial 
urban governance, urban entrepreneurialism in municipal America has deepened and become 
entrenched.  It has also adapted and changed to make use of changing tastes and sensibilities that 
include being green, buying local, and eating fresh, organic, humanely-raised food.  I chronicle 
that today, farmers’ markets are often promoted and used to take idealized urban images up a 
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notch.  These markets help produce an image of a city that is not only an “innovative, exciting, 
creative, and safe place to live or visit, to play and consume in”, as every entrepreneurial city 
purports to be (Harvey 1989, p. 9), but is also a city where excitement, creativity, consumption, 
and recreation are of the ethical, healthy, green variety.   
Urban entrepreneurialism can be described as the “process through which cities act as 
entrepreneurs and, as importantly (or perhaps more), talk or narrate their actions in 
entrepreneurial terms” (Ward 2003, p. 124).  Cities are re-packaged as commodities to be sold 
and farmers’ markets have become an important element of that repackaging.  In both large and 
small cities, organizations and agencies enthusiastically assert that their cities are vibrant, fun, 
business friendly, and unique and this language and mentality inform and inundate development 
policies and place promotion materials.   
Over the past several decades, local governance has increasingly turned to more 
substantially using and exploiting discourses (Harvey 2005; Lovering 2007).  For example, 
participation has become a buzzword in local policy-making and public participation 
opportunities have encouraged residents to develop positive attitudes toward downtown 
redevelopment strategies, but in practice public participation has been shown to be staged and 
performed in a way that precludes meaningful opportunities for citizens to engage in policy-
making (Lovering 2007).  Another example has been the escalation of municipality-funded 
cultural festivals, music performances, and public art exhibits, particularly in parts of cities 
associated with urban redevelopment (Mommaas 2004).  All three of my case study cities 
regularly host festivals downtown and other community-based events, one type of which is 
farmers’ markets.  Festivals and festival-like markets are put on under the guise of being purely 
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benevolent offerings for the community, but I will show they also support neoliberal 
redevelopment agendas that do not benefit everyone.  These markets can be described as having 
an imagined dimension that, through shaping perceptions, obscure the interests served by them.   
Farmers’ markets are an idiosyncratic type of redevelopment tool.  They offer a green 
urban spectacle as an urban entrepreneurial imaging tool, but they are also highly idealized by 
the people who use them.  To a greater degree than most redevelopment spaces, these markets 
are revered as beneficial venues, both socially and environmentally.  They are considered to be 
public spaces for all and to have been benevolently created to make the world, or at least the city, 
a better place.  These idealized representations of farmers’ markets are naturalized and 
entrenched through discourse and practice.  Whether or not planners and other redevelopment 
decision makers personally ascribe to the idealized assessment of farmers’ markets, they make 
use of these representations by incorporating these markets into urban imaging strategies and 
redevelopment plans.  Neoliberal motivations are readily obscured by the benevolent façade of 
the farmers’ market.   
In this setting, festival-like qualities are advertised, suggesting shopping at the local 
farmers’ market will be a wonderful experience for all.  Inflated descriptions of farmers’ markets 
are abundant on websites and in marketing materials of City and County governments, quasi-
government agencies, and realty groups.  A representative example can be found on the 
Champaign County Convention and Visitor’s Bureau website, which says the following about 
Urbana’s Market at the square:   
Join thousands of residents and visitors during Market season and 
connect with growers.  Choose locally-raised foods and treasure-hunt 
among the art and craft vendor booths.  Gather information about local 
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non-profits, schools and other community groups on our Community 
Row.  Catch up with friends, take in a set from local performers, and 
enjoy the public square atmosphere the Market has to offer.  Saturday 
morning at Market at the Square is one of Urbana’s signature 
institutions.  It’s a great way to kick off your Saturday!                             
(www.visitchampaigncounty.org) 
The Market at the Square is described as something wonderful to be experienced.  It is 
conceived of as an event, an adventure, a foray into a distinctive cultural experience.  One can 
“treasure hunt”, “catch up with friends”, and “connect with growers”.  The comparison of the 
market to a public square suggests a vibrant, lively place where all are welcome.  The Market at 
the Square is also used to promote the University of Illinois and its surrounding community to 
prospective students and faculty on the University’s home page.  A photograph of smiling, 
ethnically diverse patrons shopping at Urbana’s Market at the Square features prominently 
among photographs used to portray the University and the surrounding community.    
Similarly, the downtown business association in Davenport, Iowa portrays the Freight 
House Farmers’ Market as a not to be missed event.  However, rather than playing up the 
community gathering place aspects, it describes the experience in more individualistic terms.  
The selection of adjectives escalate the market into something “exceptional”, “tempting”, 
“incredible” and “an experience unlike any other”.    
The Davenport Freight House Farmers’ Market is located along the 
scenic Mississippi Riverfront, anchored by the historic Freight House 
Building in lovely Downtown Davenport, Iowa.  Over 100 creative and 
talented individuals have been gathered to tempt you with the very best 
of the market season’s offerings in a market experience unlike any other 
in the Quad Cities.  Our exceptional group of growers, bakers, crafters, 
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and artisans will be on hand to answer your gardening questions, offer 
you incredible recipes, and otherwise assist you with your choices.  We 
consider them the cream of the crop in their respective fields as many 
have enjoyed direct marketing their wares in this location for decades.    
(www.downtowndavenport.com) 
Realtors are another group that benefit from drawing attention to farmers’ markets.  
There is good reason for this as vibrant farmers’ markets tend to signal the existence of the type 
of lifestyle amenities that many people with money to purchase a home look for.  This was the 
case in the markets I studied.  For example, without being prompted, a market shopper 
mentioned to me he is moving to Baltimore and has searched online for farmers’ market 
locations in that city to find neighborhoods acceptable for his family.  He noted that his wife, not 
inclined to move to this city because it is purportedly dangerous, might be swayed to move to a 
neighborhood with a nearby farmers’ market.  Not surprisingly, then, the current community 
development director for the City of Urbana noted a chief beneficiary of their market: 
The real estate community loves [the farmers’ market].  It’s one more 
thing that they can point to, a very photogenic thing. . . It just captures 
people’s imaginations. 
The Champaign-Urbana Realty Group has spectacular descriptions of several area 
farmers’ markets on its website, but the description of Champaign’s market borders on being 
absurd.  The realty website doesn’t provide a detailed portrayal of Champaign’s Market on 
Historic North First Street, but its description of the extremely small, struggling market as a 
“celebration” and “everything you expect a farmers’ market to be and more” distorts reality.   
Everything you expect a farmers’ market to be and more, this celebration 
of local products is held each Thursday, beginning on June 7th and 
ending on September 6th. The fair opens at three in the afternoon and is 
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open through seven o’clock in the evening.                                               
(www.champaignrealestatesales.com) 
This site, extremely small with only a few regular vendors, strives to be an experience 
market, scheduling weekly music performances and providing educational material about the 
benefits of local food.  However, some have noted that it is lacking what it takes to be a “real” 
farmers’ market.  For example, most performers that are scheduled to play here are not familiar 
with Champaign’s market and some of them expressed surprise (and sometimes great 
dissatisfaction) that I was the only person in the audience.  One member of a guitar and vocal 
duet said, “Where is everyone?  This is supposed to be a farmers’ market!”  The popular 
conception of farmers’ markets as places teeming with people who want to listen to music failed 
to play out for this musician.  While Urbana’s Market at the Square and Davenport’s Freight 
House Market are boasted about by planners, managers, and consumers for being prime 
examples of successful farmers’ markets, Champaign’s Market on Historic North First Street is 
seen by some as less than a genuine market experience.  The small market in Champaign 
disappointed customers as well.  On several occasions, market customers expressed to me 
expectations of more people, more activity, and more produce and craft selections.  In short, they 
thought it would be similar to Urbana’s market, which is, to them, an authentic farmers’ market.      
Planners and other decision makers involved in downtown redevelopment in my 
examined cities were forthcoming about their use of farmers’ markets to help promote the kind 
of image that will attract tourists and residents downtown while also providing support for local 
farmers, crafters, and artists.  The development director of Davenport’s Levee Improvement 
District, a City government employee that oversees the redevelopment of the downtown area 
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closest to the Mississippi River, was emphatic about the connection between the farmers’ market 
and redevelopment of the area under his charge. 
The City has supported the Freight House Market as sort of an incubator 
for redeveloping a larger market district that is part of our River Vision 
Plan.  It has been wildly successful and it’s a huge draw for people 
downtown and down to the riverfront to see the exciting changes that are 
happening. 
In this context, this development director, after learning about the successful use of farmers’ 
markets as redevelopment tools in other cities, has acted aggressively to operationalize this 
connection.  
The following image from the River City Plan (Hargreaves Associates 2004), a joint 
redevelopment plan commissioned by the downtowns of Davenport, Iowa and Rock Island, 
Illinois, indicates the recommendation that a public market be incorporated into downtown 
Davenport’s redevelopment.  In the text of the plan, Davenport’s Freight House Farmers’ Market 
is described as a focal point for an area of new development, which has been labeled the “market 
district”.  Beyond the market, the market district includes high-rent converted loft apartments 
and condominiums, retail shops, and a riverfront recreational path.    
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Image 2: River Vision Plan by Hargreaves Associates 
  
This map shows the areas slated for redevelopment along the waterfront.  Words like 
“naturalized” and “conservation” are featured and much of the riverfront is to be used as 
parkland and for sports uses.  The freight house farmers’ market is slated to help anchor the 
upgrading of nearby parks, retail, restaurants, housing, and a potential hotel.  This plan is an 
example of new neoliberal redevelopment based on culture, consumption, and recreation, with an 
element of environmental consciousness running through it.  What is described in both the text 
and visual portions of the River Vision Plan is the production of an image and a lifestyle offered 
to middle and upper-class consumers who have the free time and expendable income to spend 
Saturday mornings leisurely shopping at the farmers’ market, Friday nights attending baseball 
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games, and late afternoons strolling through parks.  It also appeals, through the indicated 
conservation efforts, to the ethical sensibility of protecting the environment.     
Interesting to note, adjoining neighborhoods to this area slated for upscale redevelopment 
are low-income, with a high proportion of Davenport’s African American population, clearly not 
the creative class that is sought.  These neighborhoods and residents are not addressed in the 
plan.  When I asked how the surrounding neighborhoods are incorporated into Davenport’s 
downtown redevelopment, a planner told me, “Upscaling downtown will benefit everyone.  
There are jobs here now and local places to shop and eat”.  However, the new businesses are 
mostly small retail shops and cafes, which are not known to offer employment opportunities that 
pay much above minimum wage and are not oriented to poor African American populations.  In 
my visits to downtown, people I saw in shops, cafes, on bikes, and at the farmers’ market 
overwhelmingly appeared to be white.   
Up to this point, redevelopment in downtown Davenport has been replacing mostly 
empty buildings and vacant lots.  However, if this current wave of redevelopment is successful,   
gentrification may displace poor people from surrounding neighborhoods.  The neighborhoods 
adjacent to downtown are made up of many large Victorian homes in varying states of repair, 
many of which have been subdivided into apartments.  These historic homes are the kind that 
could become highly sought after by wealthier people if downtown redevelopment continues 
along this proposed path.     
While city officials in my studied cities agreed that farmers’ markets are good for cities 
and good for citizens, the specific benefits for cities seemed somewhat difficult for interviewees 
to elucidate beyond the fact that they bring people downtown and are lively places for human 
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enjoyment and healthy food acquisition.  Planners explained that having lively “happenings” is 
important.  But the answer to the question why diverged.  In Urbana, conversations were very 
much about how farmers’ markets are the kind of thing that Urbana people desire.  In Davenport, 
discussions emphasized expert advice with experts suggesting that a farmers’ market is good for 
redevelopment.  In Champaign, conversations with decision makers focused primarily on the 
potential of farmers’ markets to bring vibrancy and consumers, but also touched on the 
desirableness of this kind of space for discerning residents of Champaign.    
 
Inclusive discourse, exclusive practice 
The distributive consequences of the entrepreneurial approach to urban governance 
benefit a small group of elites in the name of benefiting all (Harvey 1989).  Thus, the creative 
class approach encourages municipalities to focus their resources on developing places that will 
attract “people who add economic value through their creativity” (Florida 2002, p. 249).  It 
suggests cities must foster the values held by the mobile, young, educated, and “creative” people 
they must now attract (Florida 2002).  Creative class-centered rhetoric guides the redevelopment 
plans for each of my three research sites.  For example, the vision for Urbana’s downtown 
elaborated in its 2011 redevelopment plan speaks of creating a mixed use space with an art 
district and active cultural scene and of promoting sustainability and a space to practice healthy 
lifestyles, all the while gesturing to openness and accessibility to all.    
Downtown Urbana is the heart of our city.  It is built at a human scale 
and embraces the historic urban fabric, while also promoting a high 
quality of compatible new building development in appropriate 
locations.  It is an economically vibrant environment with welcoming 
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public spaces and an active arts and culture scene.  Downtown is 
accessible to all and well connected to surrounding neighborhoods and to 
the University.  The mix of businesses, residences and other attractions 
in our downtown helps to promote sustainable, healthy lifestyles (City of 
Urbana 2011, p. 63). 
Davenport’s River Vision downtown redevelopment plan fails to encourage openness and 
accessibility, instead explicitly focusing on providing upscale cultural amenities and upscale 
housing options.  The River Vision Plan suggests these types of projects will attract residents and 
visitors (Hargreaves and Associates 2004).  The poor are left out of this plan, even though the 
area targeted for redevelopment adjoins low income neighborhoods.  The goal for downtown 
redevelopment in Davenport is short and to the point.   
Ultimately, River Vision aims to improve downtown quality of life, spur 
development, and encourage tourism (Hargreaves Associates 2004, p. 5).   
Because of the upscale nature of the projects encouraged, the implication is that the improved 
“quality of life” will be for middle- and upper-class residents and tourists.  Beyond simply their 
capacity spend money, the beneficiary group of this redevelopment plan helps to further the 
city’s image as a place for creative consumers.  The link between farmers’ markets and the 
creative class is not made explicit through use of the term “creative class” in the redevelopment 
plans of Davenport, Urbana, or Champaign, but it is clearly identifiable in the subtext of these 
plans and in my discussions with planners.   
I received mixed messages from some interviewees about who the market is for.  For 
example, Davenport’s Levy Improvement Commission Director, who is the liaison between the 
City and the market and was instrumental in implementing the changes that created the Freight 
House Market, suggested that the market is for everyone.  He referenced in egalitarian terms a 
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“public place” and “a great community space”.  However, he also suggested that it is not actually 
for everyone, explaining that “it attracts a certain clientele”.  Similar contradictions emerged in 
my discussions with planners and City officials in Champaign.  A Champaign planner explained 
that the farmers’ market is important because;  
It’s a community-enriching activity where people connect with others 
and connect with their food.  We need more of these types of activities to 
keep a society healthy. 
 During this interview, I was also told that; 
Farmers’ markets should be considered to be a potential redevelopment 
approach and a marketing tool. . . They can be really attractive to 
yuppies.  
 Although public officials are notoriously ambiguous (see Eagleton 1991), the particular 
contradictions described above can be understood as symptomatic of neoliberal redevelopment.  
Discussions that alternate between extolling farmers markets as benefiting all and casting them 
as attracting middle/upper-class people highlight a central contradiction of neoliberal 
governance.  Projects and programs developed in the name of improving quality of life for “the 
public” or “the community” tend to cater to a portion of the population while the quality of life 
and the needs of others are neglected, ignored, or held up as examples of personal 
irresponsibility or failure.  This contradiction is very powerful, yet is easily overlooked when it 
comes to such highly idealized projects and spaces as farmers’ markets.  Farmers’ markets have 
been naturalized as benevolent offerings for everyone in the community, which renders 
alternative understandings based on their connections to neoliberalism more difficult to detect.   
As described above, promotional material for each of the three study sites identify 
farmers’ markets as akin to a cross between a public square and a community festival.  However, 
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these discourses mask the reality that farmers’ markets are less than truly public.  Their ability to 
draw a particular clientele is precisely why farmers’ market are considered to be useful as 
redevelopment tools.  City officials in each case study site explained that one purpose of the 
farmers’ market is to further the surrounding area’s transition to a more upscale district.  In 
Davenport, much of this has involved bringing middle- and upper-class people downtown, 
where, planners suggested, they had not dared to go for several decades for fear of crime or 
simply due to a lack of activity.  The desired effect, Davenport planners explained, is to bring 
people downtown to see upscaling in motion where they might not expect it.  Downtown 
Davenport is portrayed by planners as a space that had been dead for decades and now 
experiences a rebirth as an outcome of redevelopment plans and programs.  According to a 
Davenport planner;  
People are starting to think of downtown for good restaurants and 
nightlife.  You might go to a museum or see a show and then go out for a 
cocktail.  That wasn’t the case ten, twenty years ago.  Downtown was 
empty.  It is coming alive.     
A related narrative surrounding reasons for promoting farmers’ markets revolves around 
the desire to create a sense of place and a sense of community, things that these downtowns had 
ostensibly lacked previously and that would encourage downtown redevelopment.  According to 
a former Urbana chief administrator; 
One of the things that I thought was really important was the farmers’ 
market.  It was something that I thought was unique, but at the time had 
lots of problems. . . . At the time, I was trying to come up with 
comprehensive programs for the redevelopment of downtown.  Not only 
from a physical infrastructure point of view and not only from an 
economic point of view, but also to create for our community a sense of 
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place and a community feel for the downtown.  The farmers’ market fit 
into that plan to create a vibrant downtown with a sense of place. 
Certainly the downtown had a “sense of place” before city government took over managing of 
Urbana’s downtown market.  Sense of place is not universal, but is experienced differently by 
different people.  Although downtown Urbana was described as lacking a sense of place and 
downtown Davenport was described as dead prior to redevelopment interventions, not everyone 
shares these perceptions.  A Freight House Farmers’ Market shopper smiled as she reminisced 
about downtown Davenport during the 1980s.   
I used to work downtown.  There was a big buffet type restaurant, 
Bishops.  I remember there would be lines at lunch time.  You were 
charged separate for every item, including napkins.  Paper napkins were 
free, but cloth ones would be charged for.  There were big banks on the 
corners and my girlfriends and I would cash our paychecks there.  From 
there it wasn’t uncommon that we’d go shopping at the big department 
store, Peterson-Von Maur.  There was a small tea room in the basement.  
Great sandwiches, salads, and pies.  The old ballpark was there too.  It’s 
been renovated since then, but it was a fun place.   
This interviewee talked about the downtown Davenport of past fondly, in stark contrast to the 
discourse among planners representing the space prior to its redevelopment over the past two 
decades as empty and unused.  The interviewee explained that the big department store she 
mentioned closed in the early 1990s and until then had been a place she enjoyed with her friends.  
She also suggested that even before it was renovated, the “old” ballpark (which currently shares 
a parking lot with the Freight House Market) was a fun place.  That downtown Davenport was a 
place where people worked, ate lunch, shopped with friends, and enjoyed baseball is left out of 
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the redevelopment discourse.  Planners thus strategically render for public consumption 
downtowns as empty canvases on which to create a new city image.   
Although downtown Davenport did not have planters with colorful flowers in the 1980s 
and the restaurants were more utilitarian than today, downtown Davenport did not lack a sense of 
place and was not considered universally dead as city officials would have you believe.  When 
planners talk about bringing life to a dead area and creating a sense of place, what they reference 
is a sense of place that appeals to one population; the creative class.  People, like the interviewee 
who explained that she earns a modest income working for a local power company, are 
nonessential to this downtown redevelopment vision.     
What these planners desire to achieve is a place similar to other “successful” redeveloped 
downtowns.  Davenport planners repetitiously noted to me that their farmers’ market is a means 
to an end and that the knowledge of planning experts guides the local vision of redevelopment.  
These experts, identified as fellow planners who had successfully helped transform downtowns 
in other cities, provided the model that Davenport hopes to achieve.  Rather than describing 
Davenport’s citizens as being unique and special, as many Urbana officials noted about their 
population, Davenport redevelopment officials explained that experts were brought in who know 
what’s best for Davenport and “sometimes residents can’t see that”.  In insinuation, Davenport 
residents were portrayed as lacking the knowledge and expertise to meaningfully contribute to 
planning their city’s redevelopment.    
The plan created for Davenport by the Project for Public Places (2006) to direct the 
development of the Freight House Market and the surrounding Market District was explained to 
me in detail.  The Levee Improvement Director proclaimed that people love the market, and this 
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love for the market was depicted in instrumental terms.  He focused on the atmosphere that 
would be created by people reveling in this consumption-based culture and how this would 
spread and deepen across the downtown.  To him, people love the market and this love of 
farmers markets is something that can be drawn on to promote redevelopment. 
People love the Saturday event.  It’s the market plus.  It’s a thing to do, 
it’s the place to be and people can’t wait from Saturday to Saturday. . . 
It’s a big part of our River City Plan, our plan for the riverfront. . . The 
farmer’s market really attracts a lot of people to the area and shows 
people the changes that are being made.  It’s becoming a place where 
people can live, work, and play. 
The phrase “a place where people can live, work, and play” is one that turned up again and again 
in my interviews with Davenport officials and planners and in promotional material showcasing 
downtown as a cool place where cultural creative can have it all.   
In contrast to Davenport, with its highly visible high-end and large-scale projects, the 
identity being produced through city marketing in Urbana fits better with its small city status and 
sits more easily among much of the population.  Urbana has embraced its distinct smaller city 
characteristics and focuses redevelopment on a particular niche.  In addition to fostering a green 
identity, focus on the arts promotes small art galleries and public arts projects.  The underlying 
motivation, however, is the same in Urbana, Champaign, and Davenport: to compete for 
investment and the creative class.      
There was much discussion among interviewees in all three case study sites about how 
farmers’ markets are “for the community.”  Yet, “community” in these conversations is narrowly 
delimited.  It is rarely acknowledged that not everyone perceives these markets in the same way 
or has the same interest in or ability to shop at these markets.  Farmers’ markets are described as 
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being places for everyone even as these spaces are being used to promote exclusive 
redevelopment.   
In Urbana, the community aspect was at the forefront of discussions with planners, 
market managers, and consumers.  When asked about the benefits of Urbana’s Market at the 
Square, it was described as important for downtown redevelopment because it is something “the 
people of Urbana” want.  The Market at the Square was most often framed as a benevolent 
offering provided for everyone in the community.  When asked why city government financially 
supports Urbana’s farmers’ market, one thing that an Urbana official noted was that spending 
money locally and keeping money in the community is important.  However, she continuously 
rationalized the city support by noting that everyone in the city is supportive and desiring of this 
space. 
We are concerned about being able to have people purchase goods and 
services locally. . . And our residents want to support their local 
community.  So when they buy items, it helps to support the police and 
fire that protect them and the public works that provides the city 
facilities. . . The market is something people here love.  People in 
university towns, even small ones, are more progressive.  People here 
like these services and it adds to the quality of life and it’s not just the 
minimum.  The basics isn’t good enough.  You want bike lanes.  There’s 
evidence that people are happier in places that offer more than just the 
basics.  There are some local people, who think anything the government 
does is wrong and inefficient.  This is a loud minority that is growing 
with the tea bag [Tea Party Movement], but that’s not what Urbana is 
about. . .  [Going to the market] is a good wholesome thing to do, to take 
your family there.  It makes you feel good.  It’s a good thing to do to 
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regroup from the week and make you feel like you live in a vibrant 
community. 
This theme of giving people what they desire and of Urbana residents being a special 
kind of people that desire to support farmers’ markets reverberated through interviews with other 
past and present City of Urbana officials.  For example, when I asked about how the City of 
Urbana came to manage the Market at the Square in the early 1990s, a former City administrator 
told me, “This was something that our community really liked and didn’t want to go away.”  In 
speaking of Urbana’s Market at the Square as a space for the community, class and race are 
obliterated from the narrative.  Poorer Urbana residents and in particular, poor African 
Americans, are not mentioned when interviewees speak about “the people of Urbana” or “the 
Urbana community”.   
When asked explicitly if the market privileges segments of the population, a current 
Urbana community development official was surprised.  She thought for a moment and then 
agreed that it could be possible that certain segments of the population might be more apt to use 
the market.  She explained her belief that it could be possible some populations are not well 
represented at the market in the following way.   
I’m trying to think . . . well . . . You know, you don’t see a lot of African 
American faces there. . . . Maybe I’m not correct about that.  I think there 
are just some people who it’s not going to be appealing to.  You know 
you could look at swap meets and that’s a whole different cross section.  
There’s something about the appeal.  I don’t understand why African 
Americans don’t go to the market, if that’s even the case. 
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Discussion 
Farmers’ markets are being constructed in ways that fit well with neoliberal 
redevelopment strategies.  Moreover, these spaces are relatively inexpensive compared to 
conventional government-driven redevelopment initiatives (e.g., urban renewal, CDBG, tax 
abatement initiatives).  For this reason, farmers’ markets can be particularly attractive to smaller 
cities with fewer financial resources.  Mobilizing the private sector in a kind of public-private 
partnership that pivots around the aestheticization of local food consumption is understood by 
planners and city officials in these studied sites as an important urban development tactic. 
The idea that cities are first and foremost locational products for investors and should be 
sold and marketed as such is an important driver of neoliberal urbanism (Hackworth 2007). 
Farmers’ markets are now an important marketing apparatus to attract more affluent residents 
and re-build the urban tax base among the cities I studied.  Even in this era of privatization, 
farmers’ markets are something that local governments have become increasingly involved in, 
interviews indicating that they are a highly sought after redevelopment tool.  Government 
officials understand that people in communities enjoy these markets and that they can be easily 
packaged as lively, green community spaces.  The desired effect of this imaging strategy is to re-
make cities as economic and political centers, and to enable them to be more competitive places.   
These markets are promoted as egalitarian spaces for all while they are simultaneously 
being used to promote a type of redevelopment that targets one population, often at the expense 
of other groups.  In this sense, they can be understood as enacting a kind of urban sustainability 
fix.  The positive, enjoyable experience of shopping at these markets presents a façade of 
benevolence that helps to conceal neoliberal motivations behind their production.  The rhetoric 
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of enhanced quality of life and opportunities to make ethical green lifestyle and consumption 
choices at farmers’ markets legitimizes the privileging of urban redevelopment in particular 
micro-spaces and helps normalize the focus on economic interests over public services.  
Moreover, the understanding that farmers’ markets provide opportunities for citizens to meet 
critical environmental and social needs through their own individualized choices erases 
obligations of government and allows for socially and environmentally harmful development 
practices to continue.  The ways in which governmentality operates through farmers’ markets, 
driving this sustainability fix, is described in detail in the next chapter.     
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Chapter 5: Farmers’ Market Consumers as New Neoliberal Subjects 
This chapter further examines links between farmers’ markets and neoliberal interests.  I 
discuss the activities and narratives that flow through these sites subtly constituting something 
desired by the current governances: new neoliberal subjects.  At issue is the human sculpting of 
identities which these markets support.  I focus here on the subtle, ongoing, on-the-ground 
processes that collectively operate to drive this internalization of values and beliefs, subtly 
influencing the constitution of subjects.   
Farmers’ markets in America are viewed widely as alternative cultural spaces (Madden 
2013; Pollen 2006, 2008).  More specifically, they are seen as sites of moral critique of industrial 
agriculture and consumer capitalism.  Nevertheless, as I demonstrate in this chapter, farmers’ 
markets now play an important role in producing a new type of neoliberal subject that helps 
reproduce and naturalize neoliberal practices and mentalities, and subsequently, inequitable 
social relations and spatial forms.  This identity constituting takes place through social 
relationships and everyday practices at the markets that I studied, which help to create and 
reinforce a sense of who people are or should be.   
The first portion of this chapter documents how actions of farmers’ market shoppers help 
build an atomistic sense of self and an individualized notion of social responsibility.  Building on 
the concept of individualized responsibility, I also discuss in this section the ways in which 
farmers’ markets help produce a blindness toward causes and sometimes the existence of social 
inequality.  The second part of this chapter documents the role of these markets in advancing 
private market convictions associated with neoliberalism.  The third section focuses on the ways 
farmers’ markets support the notion of expressing one’s political values through consumption 
and examines the development of political value orientations that co-exist nicely with neoliberal 
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development.  The final section takes a close look at the production of “real farmers’ market 
people”.  It also examines the uneasiness with which this identity is sometimes acquired and 
displayed.  This final section thus offers a glimpse at the contradictory condition of farmers’ 
markets and the subjectivities they produce.     
 
Cultivating an individualized sense of self and responsibility 
Shopping at these farmers’ markets is configured in a way that fits with the neoliberal 
project of self-realization, choice, lifestyle, and fulfillment.  These values nestle within this 
social environment that is marked by a wealth of social relations and human contact.  
Interviewees painted themselves as knowledgeable and compassionate, but also self-interested in 
the sense that they are doing what’s best for their own personal health and enjoyment.  
Discussions with shoppers revealed a sense of individualized responsibility for a range of 
problems that routines and rituals at these markets reinforced.  As was noted to me;  
I’m helping out the local economy through money spent with area 
growers and I’m getting better quality products than what’s found in 
stores.  It’s an opportunity to meet and support the people who grow my 
food, which is important, and it’s a great atmosphere.  
 
I come to the market every week if I can.  I always stop by the same 
booths where I’ve gotten to know the farmers. . . I feel good about 
spending my money on these vegetables grown a couple of miles away 
instead of buying chemical-laden stuff picked weeks ago in another 
country.  
Here, these venues provide a win-win experience in the eyes of many shoppers as they 
perceive themselves as benefitting personally while providing benefits for farmers, the 
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community, and the environment.  This mentality is in line with neoliberal motivations to reduce 
the scope of government.  Government, to market consumers, is reinforced as unnecessary or 
even harmful to their well-being and that of their community.   
I don’t trust the government to protect my family.  It’s really up to each 
of us to educate ourselves and make informed choices.  
 
Moreover, in line with neoliberal thought, many shoppers talked about the importance of 
choices.   
The farmers’ market is one more choice and the more choices there are 
the better. 
 
The private market is seen as providing choices to meet consumer demand.  It is viewed as 
something consumers can tap into as a way to personally help solve social and environmental 
problems.   
These markets, in this sense, are mechanisms for seamlessly influencing individuals.  A 
set of social rituals – people buying and selling through individually creative means, people 
speaking of the righteousness and power of the individual, social relations that embed the ethos 
of self-improvement and individualism – contain the notion of the efficacy of the unfettered 
person.  In this process, individual acts prompt a set of beliefs that reinforce neoliberal notions of 
government and the atomistic individual.  Thus, for consumers to casually gaze upon stalls filled 
with symbols of localism and ethical production is to set in motion a consciousness that 
privileges the power of the individual and the sanctity of choice maximization.  Buying fresh 
food in this setting demonstrates the integrity of the individual.  The sentimentality of people 
willing and able to be self-regulators emanates from farmers’ markets and their rituals.  This is 
what Foucault (2008) suggests is the power of governmentality, the ability of people to govern 
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and regulate their own values, beliefs, and actions in the innocuousness of everyday life’s flow 
and flux.   
Inscribed in neoliberal thought, improving health and environment are considered the 
duties of autonomous, individualized, self-directing subjects independent of  government 
involvement (Harvey, 2005).  The individual here is cast as the central causative element in 
contemporary societies, the true explanatory agent around which events and processes pivot.     
Farmers’ markets here, in a continuous flow of activities and social relations, are places where 
individuals can act out their role as responsible, rational, citizen-consumers. 
Through mentalities that identify shopping at the farmers’ market as the result of a 
rational free choice to do the right thing, social exclusion and inequality are subtly reproduced.  
The notion that we all have the same choices available to us was prevalent in my discussions 
with farmers’ market shoppers and many people I talked to explained that shopping at the 
farmers’ market is “the right thing to do”, with the implication that it’s the right thing to do not 
only for them, but for everyone.  When asked who the market benefits, I was told, “It benefits all 
of us, everyone that values natural healthy food!”  
At the same time atomized self-responsible subjects are being produced, “others” are set 
up as oppositional to these ideal subjects.  At the core of this are constructions of, for example, 
people from the neighborhood adjacent to Champaign’s North First Street Farmers’ Market.  
This population is described as having hardened and unreasonable bad habits and are regularly 
disparaged for not coming to the market.  The market manager and owners of North First Street 
businesses discussed their disappointment in neighborhood residents.  One particular discussion 
between two business owners who both self-identify as activists in the sense that they are 
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members of the business association working to make the neighborhood better was revealing.  It 
exposed a presumption that the nearby homes are filled with lazy people while those who cared 
enough to do something about the betterment of the neighborhood were at the market.  
They just won’t leave their houses. . . I know they’re all just sitting in 
there with their feet up watching TV.  This farmers’ market is here for 
them and they don’t come. 
People who do not come to the market are condemned for their perceived unwillingness 
and lack of motivation to take responsibility for themselves.  This, of course, enables market 
shoppers to craft their own identities as ethical consumers and responsible residents.  Failure to 
live up to neoliberal expectations of self-responsibility is considered to be at best due to a lack of 
proper education, and at worst, the result of character flaws.  The following sentiment is 
indicative of how these local non-shoppers are sometimes viewed by those who do shop at the 
market.   
There is a huge disconnect between a lot of people and their food.  They 
don’t know where it comes from, how it is raised, or if it is good for 
them and they don’t care.  Some people subsist on processed junk 
because they just don’t know any better, but a lot of people are choosing 
to ignore the information that’s everywhere nowadays. 
 
Reinforcing marketized subjectivities 
As described in detail in chapter four, farmers’ markets are presently being used to 
produce commodified cultural images for cities.  These images are deployed as mechanisms to 
improve cities’ competitiveness.  When we take a look at the micro-scale and on the ground 
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everyday activities at farmers’ markets, a similarly competitive mentality can be identified.   
Here, in the market’s everyday routines, the logic of marketization is reinforced.  
A look at social media sites on a market Saturday reveals individuals vying to show that 
they shop at the farmers’ market often, are recognized by farmers, purchase unusual types of 
produce, cook the most delicious dishes, and have children who not only eat vegetables, but 
request them (but only the local, organic kind).  Parents proudly show off their local produce-
loving children at the markets via the internet through pictures of small children and babies with 
faces smeared with “farmers’ market berries” or “organic local strawberries”.  These are 
examples of farmers’ markets used as mechanisms to help not only cities, but also individuals 
and families, compete for cultural capital.        
Just as neoliberalism shapes “citizens as individual entrepreneurial actors across all 
dimensions of their lives” (Brown 2005, p. 57; also see Foucault 2008), these markets can be 
seen as spaces where entrepreneurial subjectivities are nurtured and where “neoliberalism 
spreads its utopian vision that the market can and should permeate every aspect of human 
activity and behavior…” (Dean 1999, p. 57).  Thus, these farmers’ markets become not only a 
place to buy and sell food, but a place to buy and sell experience, authenticity, and community.      
Farmers’ market vendors who sell at the markets I studied are expected to not only sell 
produce, but to play a role in producing a commodified farmers’ market experience.  Managers 
of the markets I studied explained that some vendors were not doing everything they should to 
gain a competitive edge.  While some vendors put in the effort to capitalize on imaginings of 
various parts of production and consumption processes, others do not, it was explained.  
Urbana’s market manager suggested that the lack of self-promotion on the part of some vendors 
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is due to a lack of entrepreneurial knowledge about why and how to promote themselves and 
their products.  She explained;   
They don’t know what’s expected.  They could really improve their sales 
by improving their displays.  Even just making some signs that tell 
customers more about their farm or their animals would be really 
worthwhile.   
The mentality surfaces that with adequate knowledge, people would make better, more 
rational decisions.  The failure to capitalize on the idealized notion of farming and farmers that 
many market patrons have is seen as irrational and as a failure on the part of the vendors.   
Vendors that fail to create vibrant displays that play up product origins in a manner that appeals 
to shoppers are seen by the market manager as unaware of their necessary tasks.  Yet, many 
vendors are skilled in taking advantage of the nostalgic ideas about who and what farmers are.  
Some actively construct their own identities in ways that support the desire of shoppers for 
consumptive knowledge and opportunities for ethical consumption through which market 
shoppers construct their own identities. 
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Image 3: Behnke Poultry sign (source: author) 
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The imagery of cows and goats happily grazing in peaceful pastoral settings and of 
chickens being loved by farming families is deployed frequently.  Pleasant representations of 
happy animals and cheerful, knowledgeable, hardworking farmers appeal to consumers 
concerned about conventional farming practices that provide a miserable life for livestock.  They 
also appeal to many consumers, including those who are not actively concerned about animal, 
environmental, or social welfare and do not see themselves as necessarily “voting with their 
dollars”, but simply enjoy the market and what it offers.  Though many consumers see 
themselves as paying a premium to be ethical consumers, not all people do.  For some, this is 
simply good food that they purchase and they are doing it in an environment that is pleasing and 
enjoyable.  They understand that as consumers, they pay a premium for an enjoyable experience. 
It’s got a carnival-like atmosphere.  It costs more, but it’s an experience.  
You don’t get the music and the smiles at Hy-Vee. 
While different interviewees focused on different reasons for going to the farmers’ 
market, nearly everyone I spoke to noted in some way the reality of costs versus benefits.  Many 
explained they wished to support a way of farming that is better for the environment, better for 
their health, and better for the farmer livelihoods and that this is worth paying more.  Through 
their consumption choices, they explained, they can influence production practices.  Some went 
into detail when they explained how their individual purchases at farmers’ markets influence the 
economy and environment.  Emissions produced by trucks shipping food long distances was one 
such theme. 
There must be an incredible savings in fuel and emissions by eating 
locally grown foods vs. things shipped from all over the world.  That’s 
one of the reasons I like the farmers’ market- the environmental benefits.  
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I wouldn’t give up eating non-local foods.  I love pineapple and mangoes 
and they just don’t grow here.  But if there are crops that grow well 
nearby, I will choose those over any shipped from far away. 
Shoppers see themselves as playing important marketized ethical roles in influencing 
production practices.  Individualized and marketized solutions are reinforced as the best way to 
address concerns about the environment, food security, and other issues, as opposed to collective 
political solutions.  Farmers’ markets and the discourse of interests and choices and doing the 
right thing reinforce the marketization of problems and their solutions and offer people with 
ample resources the opportunity to opt out of the systems that they disagree with (see Guthman 
2004).   
The notion of proud local farmers plays a role in marketization here as well.  The local 
farmer is conceptualized and served up as a hardworking, moral steward of the land.  One 
interviewee expressed her love for farmers’ markets, focusing on farmers’ themselves in an 
emotional and almost poetic way.  A reason this 40-something social worker shops here 
regularly is because; 
It's a connection to the land, to an ancient way of living.  It gives me a 
connection to farmers, to hardworking people who have passion for what 
they do. 
Farmers’ are described here in almost religious terms.  Another interviewee, a 34 year old male 
graduate student told me; 
I shop here because the people that sell at the farmers market care a little 
bit more about the animals and plants they work with. I do it because I 
feel that I’m subsidizing compassion. 
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Many interviewees shared a sentiment about farmers similar to those expressed above, 
though typically in a less emotive way.  They too offered support to local farmers, suggesting it 
is through their consumption choices that they provide this support without explaining why.  
Sometimes with little detail provided, they simply note that a reason they are at the market is to 
support local farmers.  Then they would usually start to discuss another reason they support these 
markets, as if local farmers are inherently good and supporting local farmers is obviously 
something we should all do.  
“Local” is perceived as good in its own right and farmers’ who use practices viewed as 
humane, organic, or sustainable are perceived as selfless heroes.  At the same time that farmers’ 
market shoppers understand their role as ethical consumers making rational self-maximizing 
choices, farmers are seen as doing what they do purely for the good of the people who buy from 
them and for the good of the land.  They are understood to be doing it for us all to be healthier 
and to protect our planet.  Not only do farmers work hard, but they are doing it all for us, to 
fulfill our needs and desires. 
I love supporting local, but I get even more satisfaction when I support 
someone who is striving to do their best for their family, the planet and 
their customers. With grass fed beef and wonderful produce, I was just 
tickled to give them my money. 
An important subtext of much of the discussion about localism and supporting local 
farmers is the feelings that it creates within the farmers’ market shoppers that I spoke to.  The 
quote above in which this woman indicates that she was “just tickled to give them my money” 
invokes a warm fuzzy feeling created by making ethically-motivated purchases, a marketization 
of ethics and emotion. 
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These warm feelings have come to be expected from interactions with farmers’ market 
vendors.  One interviewee, a married father of two who is working on his PhD in physics, 
expressed disappointment in a particular vendor that did not live up the interviewee’s idealistic 
view of what a farmers’ market vendor should be and did not support his perception of what 
farmers’ markets are about.  After explaining to me the reasons he visits the market, which center 
on resistance to harmful conventional farming practices and the market as a place to learn about 
and support alternatives, he mentioned a disappointing exchange with a vendor that led him to 
stop buying a certain product at the market. 
I like that people can talk to the people that make and grow their food.     
I asked the honey guy at the farmers’ market about colony collapse 
disorder and he handed me a printout of Wikipedia.  I didn't buy honey 
from the farmers’ market again.  I can understand he must have got that 
question a lot and was tired of answering it.  But still . . . dude. 
This interviewee was the sole person that I spoke to who mentioned something distinctly 
negative about a market vendor or an interaction at the market.  Yet it is similarly indicative of 
the idealized expectations placed on market vendors and farmers’ market social interactions.  
When the vendor failed to meet his expectation that a farmers’ market vendor should be a 
friendly educator, the interviewee acted as he believed a dissatisfied consumer should and made 
the decision not to buy honey.  In this way, he felt he was doing his duty to express 
dissatisfaction by voting with his dollars.  Many market shoppers see themselves as helping 
vendors by making purchases from them, but at the same time, the vendors must act in ways that 
mark them as deserving of their purchases.  There are many vendors to choose from at the 
market and some shoppers make purchases based on the person selling the produce as much as 
the quality of the produce.  My research indicates that there is a deeply held belief among these 
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market shoppers that the farmers’ market consumer experience should be friendly, often 
educational, and always actively enjoyed.   
The farmers are so friendly and helpful and happy to talk to us about 
what they bring to the market. . . Buying food from local farmers directly 
supports them. . . I’m here supporting farmers who are not part of the 
evil big ag system. 
However, some farmers’ market shoppers explained frankly that purchasing produce and meat 
from local farmers is a means to the end of encouraging farmers’ to make the right decisions, 
which is to say organic and humane production practices.  For some, farmers’ aren’t innately 
good and wholesome, but like everything else, are part of a marketized system. 
If there is no one to buy the local, organic, free-range product, no one 
will produce it.  If I want to have that option available, I need to choose 
that option.  I want local farmers to be profitable at growing things that 
people eat, so they won’t turn all of the good farmland over to feed or 
commodity crops.  By shopping here I hope my dollar helps them make 
the right decision. 
The discourse of doing the right thing in terms of shopping at the market suggests a mentality of 
good consumption and bad consumption and good production and bad production, expressing a 
neoliberalized conception of human behavior which reduces every choice to a cost-benefit 
analysis. 
For low-income households it has been shown food purchase decisions are based on 
financial cost above any other consideration (Drewnowski and Darmon 2005).  My research 
suggests, however, that for farmers’ market shoppers, this may not be the case.  Farmers’ market 
shoppers that I spoke to indicated that social and cultural costs and benefits factor highly in 
consumption choices and are important factors in decisions made to shop at the farmers’ market.  
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This was apparent for farmers’ market shoppers of various income levels.  My research shows 
that socially constructed cultural preferences have an extremely important role in influencing 
people’s perceptions of the farmers’ market and in their ostensible free choice to do the right 
thing.  Interviews with lower-income farmers’ market shoppers suggest that a desire to construct 
an ideal identity within a set of financial constraints adds a layer of complexity to their decision 
to shop at the farmers’ market.  People see it as their duty to make changes in other areas of their 
lives in order to shop at the farmers’ market.  For example, for a family of three living on one 
graduate student’s salary that I spoke to it is important to find ways to structure food buying and 
preparation in order to allow them to shop for at least a small portion of their food at the farmers’ 
market.   
We eat a lot of rice, soups, oatmeal and I make most of our food from 
scratch.  We don’t buy much meat and when I buy produce I want it to 
be really fresh and organic.  Because I’m saving money by making 
everything myself and buying staples in bulk, we can afford to buy really 
nice local fruit and vegetables at the farmers’ market.   
Like the interviewee described above, others were proud of the sacrifices they make in 
order to put shopping at the farmers’ market closer to the top of their list of priorities.  A stay-at-
home mother of two young boys and wife of a graduate student at the University of Illinois 
described the money-saving strategies she uses that allow her family to shop at the farmers’ 
market on a weekly basis.  She cuts coupons.  She rarely purchases anything that is not on sale.  
She also explained that her family has been using government food assistance during this period 
while her husband is in school.  She rationalizes her market purchases by saving money through 
these methods.  She explained that the Market at the Square is within walking distance from her 
house and that she relishes walking there with her family, browsing the aisles, running into 
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friends and parents of her children’s friends, and taking in the atmosphere.  She also noted her 
desire to feed her family good food and teach her sons about food and nutrition and explained 
her belief that the market is the best place to buy good food. 
Although we do go to McDonald’s on occasion (laughs), I really try to 
cook a lot of healthy meals.  The food at the farmers’ market is so fresh 
and nutritious; I think it’s worth a little bit more.  If I don’t have the 
money to buy a lot, we’ll still go and pick up a few things. . . I want my 
sons to have this experience. 
Farmers’ market shoppers’ interest in having their children learn to be consumer-citizens 
is part of this complex marketization reality.  The City of Urbana supports and encourages this 
through sponsorship of a monthly program for children called Sprouts at the Market, which is 
extremely popular.  The program uses the farmers’ market as a setting to teach children to “eat a 
rainbow” and provides fun activities that teach about agriculture and provide nutritionally-based 
information.  There are often large crowds at the Sprouts at the Market events.  As a volunteer 
working in the Sprouts at the Market booth, I encountered many proud parents who beamed 
when their children agreed to taste an unusual vegetable or answered a question about nutrition 
correctly.  In a sense, they are displaying their own identities as good parents who make 
responsible decisions to feed and educate their children correctly. 
People often described the farmers’ market in comparison to shopping at a grocery store 
and talked about local, organic food in comparison to conventionally grown food.  Some likened 
organic food to medicine and mentioned that even though the upfront cost to buy organic food is 
more, in the long run the health costs will be much less.  To one family of four, the farmers’ 
market is more than the means to achieve a goal.  It represents a way of life.  Healthy eating and 
supporting alternative production practices are dominant among their values, I was told, and 
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shopping at the farmers’ market is central to their lifestyle.  According to this family, and others 
as well, price should not be a factor, even if money is concern.  These parents of two small 
children explained that they make primarily “alternative” food choices for their family and eat 
what the wife called “a very non-mainstream diet.”  The family is strict vegetarian, eats very 
little dairy, and eats primarily organic food purchased at the farmers’ market or the local co-
operative grocery store for health and environmental reasons.  The woman recounted a recent 
trip to the co-op that she took with her mother, who was visiting at the time from out of state.   
She didn’t really understand.  I had to explain to her. . . Food is what our 
family chooses to spend our money on.  We don’t spend our money on 
vacations and other things, we spend it on food.  It’s a choice that we 
made. 
Another interviewee rationalized her purchases at the farmers’ market in terms of 
encouraging her children to make good food choices.  When she brings her children on these 
shopping trips she lets each of them pick out a treat, whatever they want.  Sometimes they pick 
expensive treats, but, she says, instead of taking her kids to a toy store and letting them pick out a 
toy, she does this instead and feels very good about it.  She also takes pride in cooking for and 
feeding her family local, organic, healthy, and exotic food.  She enjoys and is proud of the fact 
that her children eat and request non-mainstream snacks to eat.  Kale chips is one example of a 
snack she proudly told me that her children adore. 
Interviewees explained that they feel very satisfied with the decisions they make 
regarding shopping at the farmers’ market.  However, for some people the tradeoffs regarding 
food choices could be decidedly more significant than choosing between local, organic groceries 
vs. buying unneeded toys for their children or taking vacations.  Shopping at the farmers’ market 
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on weekends cannot always be financed through cutting coupons and buying things on sale 
elsewhere.  The lower-income farmers’ market shoppers I interviewed were people who had 
middle- or upper-class upbringings and/or they foresaw a middle- or upper-class future for 
themselves.  Shoppers that I spoke to at Urbana’s Market at the Square who used Link cards or 
explained that they were on a tight budget were either graduate students expecting a large 
increase in income after graduating or families where one parent stays at home to care for young 
children, but who expected to be a two-income family after the stay at home parent returns to the 
job market when their children enter school.  These interviewees were not likely to be among the 
perennially poor. 
The Link card users at Champaign’s Market on Historic North First Street, however, may 
fall into the perennially poor category.  They tended not to be young parents or University 
students, but were more often older African American women in contrast to the younger and 
mostly white patrons at Urbana’s Market at the Square.  It can be inferred that their financial 
situations are likely to differ from those of the graduate students, spouses of graduate students, 
and stay at home parents that I spoke to at Urbana’s market.  It is less likely that these women 
anticipated the kind of future increase in income that the low-income market shoppers that I 
spoke to in Urbana expected and their perspective was decidedly different from previous 
interviewees.   
One elderly woman visited Champaign’s market regularly and, unlike some of the other 
visitors to Champaign’s market, she did not seem to mind being “educated” by the market 
manager about local food.  She told me that she lived alone and was, I believe, appreciative of 
the human interaction available at the farmers’ market.  On a day when the market manager was 
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not there she stopped to have a chat with me and remarked that one of the reasons she enjoys the 
market so much is because it reminds her of the garden her father kept when she was a young 
girl.  Garden food tastes better to her, she said, than what she can get at the grocery store.  
However, she made clear that even with the double value program, farmers’ market produce 
wasn’t always affordable and she would often buy just one peach to savor as a special treat.  It 
was an occasional treat for her to buy a juicy peach and a couple of ripe tomatoes that she said 
taste so delicious.  This woman was clearly not one of what the farmers’ market manager would 
describe as “real farmers’ market shoppers”, who create identities built on making ethical 
purchases based on knowledge of food and environmental issues.  Despite attempts made by the 
market manager to educate this woman regarding the costs and benefits of shopping at the 
farmers’ market, she seems to have remained more or less outside of the sphere of marketized 
subjectivization. 
The above case, which focused on taste and memory rather than ethical consumption and 
cost-benefit rationality, is an outlier.  My research shows that it is much more common for 
farmers’ market consumers to want to demonstrate their rationality based on knowledge and 
ethics and for them to do this through farmers’ market discourse and practices.  They want it to 
be known that they eat a variety of vegetables and that they are familiar with different kinds of 
produce that can’t usually be found at the grocery store.  Some want it to be known that they care 
that the animals they eat were humanely treated when they were alive.  And many want to be 
able to say that their kids eat things like kohlrabi or love some other equally uncommon 
vegetable or fruit.  They bring things like this up in conversation and post pictures on social 
media sites and on their blogs of their toddler son with blackberry juice running down his chin or 
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write joyfully that “my kids love heirloom tomatoes!” These are signifiers that they are good 
parents, good citizens, and good people making good choices.  They’re a way of showing the 
world, “Look what I buy, eat, and choose to feed my family.”  The underlying messages are, 
“Aren’t I a great mom and ethical human being, and don’t I have great taste?”  The refined 
procurers of organic local produce get to separate themselves from the riff-raff who only eat 
processed meals and conventionally-grown store-bought fruit and vegetables.   
Farmers’ Market managers build up and take advantage of people’s desire to construct an 
identity through farmers’ market shopping.  One way that they do this is by promoting and 
selling market “swag”.  The markets in Urbana and Champaign sell T-Shirts and offer reusable 
shopping bags for sale and sometimes give them out for free.  The leadership of Davenport’s 
Freight House Market has indicated that this market plays to start doing the same in the near 
future.  Farmers’ market shoppers can express their identities by wearing market shirts and 
carrying a market tote, which have been a very popular purchase, particularly at Urbana’s Market 
at the Square.     
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Image 4: Urbana Market at the Square merchandise (source: Market at the Square website) 
 
 Farmers’ markets actively produce marketized subjects who view themselves and others 
as agents of consumer choice.  This consumer choice extends not only to products purchased, but 
to experience and the type of atmosphere in which purchases are made.  As consumers, farmers’ 
market shoppers build their identities as ethical people, empowered through their knowledge of 
environmental, social, and health related issues to act on their responsibilities through moral 
reasoning by making the right consumption choices.      
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Ethics, values, and political subjectivities 
It is also important to realize that there is a particular politics that is constructed at these 
sites – a green liberal-progressive politics – that is part of the neoliberal identity being routinely 
constituted here.  Here is the crafting of the overt politicized person who is liberal, edgy, civic, 
and environmentally concerned that fits in well with the other socially constructed part of this 
identity (just discussed) to yield an eclectic neoliberalized community subject.   
Political incentives are important draws for some farmers’ market shoppers who refer to 
their activities here as “supporting the cause”.  Many interviewees spoke about their trips to the 
market in ways that indicate that it is a way in which they express their political values.  One 
undergraduate University of Illinois student who regularly visits the market noted;  
My budget is tight, but I try to support the market and do some good by 
being there, even if I'm not a huge financial backer. 
Shopping at the farmers’ market is perceived as an authentic experience where you can 
be involved in your community and you can interact with “real” farmers and buy “real” food as 
opposed to what you would be able to do were you to shop at a grocery store.  This is often 
constructed as political. 
It’s a way to be the change we want to see in the world.  The Market 
provides a necessary and vital source of food and fellowship for this 
community.  It gets shoppers out of the mega-stores and brings them 
face-to-face with real farmers who grow real food.  It provides 
opportunity to teach people about the benefits of buying locally grown 
food and experience selecting and prepare it.   
 When I interviewed shoppers, I found that people who spend time at the farmers’ market 
do so for a number of reasons that tend to combine political values and notions of ethics and 
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citizenship along with personal enjoyment.  Many people mentioned that they enjoy being in 
physical proximity to many people with similar values.  It purportedly produces feelings of well-
being.  One interviewee enthusiastically told me; 
This is my happy place.  It’s a huge joy for me to know that my 
community shares my values, and the popularity of the farmers’ market 
continues to impress me.  I love it when you’re shoulder to shoulder with 
people and it’s packed!  So many people are out here supporting the 
cause. 
            Supporting the cause was associated with several scales.  At the scale of the individual 
and family: “It’s important to me to cook and feed my family healthy meals.”  Typically, things 
that were mentioned at this scale included healthy meals and lifestyles, care for one’s family, and 
setting a good example for children.  At the scale of the community: “The market is the 
foundation of our community.  I support the market to keep it going” and “It’s important to me to 
support local farmers and it also keeps money in the community.”  The market is valued as a 
social space and shopping at the market is perceived as a way to access and improve the 
community.  At the scale of the environment: “To me, it’s about sustainability, a way to care for 
the earth, a way to vote with my dollars against factory farms that harm the environment.”  At its 
broadest scale, shoppers perceive the market as green and sustainable development that can help 
protect the earth and see making purchases there as a way to perform their political identity and 
counteract unsustainable agricultural practices.   
            People are proud of their food and environmental knowledge and their decision to buy 
local and organic.  Farmers’ market shoppers that I spoke to were not only happy to help me with 
my project, but seemed excited to be able to share what they know about local and organic food 
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and the reasons why they believe farmers’ markets to be beneficial places.  This, some felt, was 
another way to be political. 
Interviewees noted that even though it is more expensive to buy local and organic food, 
everyone should do so as a political statement and a way to vote with their dollars.  The benefits 
to the environment, to the welfare of animals, or sometimes to the local economy are given as 
reasons to support the market that supersede cost.  The notion that it is simply a misperception 
among people who do not shop at the market that it is more expensive is also somewhat 
prevalent.  Several interviewees expressed a belief that not only is shopping at the farmers’ 
market better than shopping at a grocery store for the above reasons, it is not more expensive to 
do so.  I was told; 
I love when I’m able to make purchases that support my beliefs. Our 
family does not buy factory-farmed meat and eggs. I love to cook things 
from the market and share recipes with friends. . . Many people live on 
processed food, and they think it's cheaper, and that doesn't have to be 
the case. Shopping and cooking this way is so much better. 
I understand in some cases my interviewees may have been telling me what they thought 
I wanted to hear, always putting farmers’ markets in the most favorable light.  I began to feel at 
times like I was listening to, or reading in the case of my survey, sound bite after sound bite out 
of a book by Michal Pollan (e.g. Pollan 2006, 2008).  When I asked why people go to these 
markets, I would often receive short snippets of well-articulated information about the different 
ways that farmers’ markets and local food are beneficial.  For example, the following survey 
response fits many of the touted benefits of farmers’ markets into a pithy list. 
Shopping at the farmers' market keeps money in the community.  It also 
has a positive environmental impact.  Many of the farmers grow organic 
  
85 
 
or use few chemicals.  Also, the food does not need to be transported 
very far, which avoids the pollution involved in transportation.  It’s also 
more healthy. 
Farmers’ market shoppers proved to be very aware of social and environmental issues 
surrounding conventional food production and distribution and are keen to take part in 
alternative practices believing it will help alleviate problems caused by the mainstream food 
system in a small (or according to some people’s beliefs, large) way.  Many people I spoke to 
very eloquently explained what they understand as the larger cultural change that they, in part 
through their interactions at farmers’ markets, are a part of. 
Americans are beginning to realize the personal and environmental 
impact that our modern consumption practices have on the environment. 
Factory farms, produce shipped all over the world, and processed foods 
are having negative effects on people.  And communities.  Obesity, 
pollution, lost dollars for local producers.  The market is part of the 
solution.  Eating local and in season is best for the environment, and 
shopping at the market provides a better understanding and appreciation 
for food and how it is produced.  You buy a bunch of asparagus at the 
market and you know it's fresh and probably contains more vitamins than 
anything at the store that's been on a truck or shelf for a week.  You can 
ask how to prepare it, how it was grown, and where it came from.  You 
learn and you connect with your food.  And your dollars stay here in the 
community.  It's a feeling that you don't get from a can of soup or a 
frozen box. . .  
The market provides healthful and environmentally responsible products 
for the growing sector of the community that values these things.  I also 
think the market provides the benefit of spreading awareness of and 
access to healthy produce and farming systems to more of the 
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community.  The more people have this awareness, the more interest 
there will be in these kinds of products. 
What is spoken of as growing awareness or as an impending cultural shift by many 
market shoppers is reminiscent of neoliberal discourses both of being a good, responsible citizen, 
and self-education and marketized responsibility being the solution to problems occurring at a 
grander scale.  The expectation is that when others learn about the problems that people are 
concerned about and are educated about the ways in which farmers’ markets can help solve these 
problems, then they will take part in those individualized consumption-based solutions.  Also 
present is a belief that not only will taking part in these solutions show that you are a good 
citizen and human being, but you will also get a warm feeling “that you can’t get from a can of 
soup.”   
There was a very strong altruistic, moral component to many of my discussions with 
market shoppers about why they shop at these markets.  Sometimes this would extend beyond 
the environmental into the realm of the social.  For example, one interviewee mentioned his 
support for local food pantries that have a presence at the markets.  Many interviews had 
undertones of awareness or even gratitude.  Some people I spoke to noted that they felt fortunate 
to have the opportunity and privilege to shop at these markets.  Not everyone expressed this 
awareness of their own privileged position, however.  Several people explained with what I 
perceived as an air of conceit that they shop at the farmers’ market because they understand 
things that others should, but have not, put the effort into learning.   
People need to realize that they are just hurting themselves when they 
buy cheap processed junk.  It’s so frustrating to me.  
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The understanding that farmers’ markets are inherently good places and that good people 
shop at them seems to be nearly ubiquitous among farmers’ market shoppers at each of my three 
research sites.  More than something they enjoy, it is cast as a moral imperative for 
environmental, health, and social reasons.   
The market is very important to me on a personal level, because it 
embodies a lot of the ethical choices that I make on a daily basis as a 
food consumer.  Our family tries to eat only real, unprocessed food that 
is seasonal and local.  I am vegetarian and the rest of my family is not, so 
in the case of animal products, I insist that they are more humanely 
raised, even though I don't eat them myself. 
Individualized consumption choices have come to be understood as voting with dollars, 
which in this era of neoliberalism has become the primary way that people believe they can make 
desired changes (Adams & Raisborough 2010; Clarke 2008).  Performing and displaying one’s 
beliefs and ethics through shopping at farmers’ markets, talking about it, and blogging and 
posting about it are ways people develop their identities and construct themselves as citizens.  
Although most respondents talked about the market itself when I asked why they go to the 
farmers’ market (lots of fresh, tasty food; good music; lively atmosphere; etc.) or explained the 
benefits that they believe shopping at the farmers’ market will impart (to support local farmers 
and better production methods), many respondents immediately focused on their own identity as 
they answered the question.  For example,  
I’m an informed consumer. 
I’m a foodie. 
I want to make a difference. 
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People use the farmers’ market to present themselves as having a certain kind of caring, 
ethical, community-oriented politics.  Not surprisingly, then, nearly all respondents were 
extremely positive about the markets.  The enthusiasm with which many interviewees answered 
my questions implied that some people recognized the opportunity to help me with my research 
as a way of fulfilling a kind of duty.  Customers at each of the markets studied mentioned being 
able to talk to farmers and ask questions and to come together with people who share the same 
values.  People believe that they are enhancing the community by shopping at the farmers’ 
market.  Most often, this contribution was framed in terms of supporting local farmers and 
keeping money in the community, but many respondents mentioned they contributed by being at 
the market and adding to the local vibrancy.  As one respondent put it;  
The busier the market is the better it looks from the outside looking in. 
And if I can be one extra person to help with that, great!  
  Although some market shoppers in Davenport indicated a negative perception of 
Davenport’s past downtown redevelopment and its trajectory in general, most shoppers whom I 
spoke to believe these sites generate a positive externality that ripples across the city and in 
particular, the downtown.  Especially in Urbana, market shoppers spoke of being proud to live in 
a community with a wonderful market and wanting help the market to thrive, not only for the 
good of the market itself, but also as a way to cultivate a desired downtown.  Farmers’ market 
shoppers believe that;  
The market brings more life downtown.  It’s great to see so many people 
coming out here and bringing this area to life. 
Each of the case study markets are valued by their patrons as places to learn and share; as 
places to connect with food, nature, and community; and as places to act on their political values.  
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Farmers’ markets are highly idealized, but in certain ways live up to the hype.  As interviewees 
told me, there does seem to be something special about these spaces that draws (certain) people 
to them and makes them feel good.  At each site, new parents with their babies in slings smile as 
they chat with neighbors and friends.  People sometimes bring their own elderly parents to the 
market so they can enjoy the colors and scents and lively outdoor atmosphere.  Others bring their 
children of all ages for similar reasons.  Groups gather around musicians -watching, listening, 
and sometimes dancing to the music, seeing and being seen doing all of this.  People wander and 
browse through the aisles in search of a certain type of herb or variety of eggplant they may have 
heard or read about or for that perfect peach, picking up a few ears of corn here and a dozen eggs 
there, admiring piles of heirloom tomatoes.  They chat comfortably with vendors, asking 
questions about their farms, families, and products.  They purchase a snack or a drink and take 
some time to relax.  The farmers’ market is a place to be surrounded by nature’s bounty, but just 
as importantly to see and be seen basking in a lively outdoor atmosphere, being a consumer 
activist who supports local farmers and the community.  As one market patron put it, people go 
to the farmers’ market to;  
Enjoy the camaraderie of like-minded community members.  It’s a 
gathering of kindred spirits.  I think that in the farmers market, people in 
a sense see a reflection of the kind of community they want to be. 
For many farmers’ market customers, the experience of being at the market is often more 
important than the products that they purchase there.  When asked what they like about the 
market, people talk about the act of going there, what they do there, and who they see in addition 
to what they purchase.  Farmers’ markets are clearly beloved local institutions and a trip to the 
local farmers’ market has become a Saturday morning ritual for many people.  For some, it is a 
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way to relax and commune with nature after a hectic work week.  For many it is a way to bond 
with family and friends and to be a part of a community.  For some, the weekly ritual of going to 
the local farmers’ market, interacting with farmers and community members, and purchasing and 
eating local produce, borders on the sacred.  In comparing her experiences at the Market at the 
Square in Urbana, Illinois with shopping at a supermarket, one woman stated; 
Physically I can taste the difference; spiritually I can taste the difference.  
It’s really a special experience to get food that way and I think it’s more 
respectful of the work that they [farmers] do. 
There is a belief among many that the farmers’ market is where they can have an 
“authentic” (if not religious) experience.  A Champaign planner shared the view that a big part of 
the draw to farmers’ markets are their authenticity.      
The interest in farmers’ markets has to do with authenticity.  We live in a 
world where there is sometimes very little that distinguishes one 
community from the next; and there is also a huge gap in understanding 
exactly how produce arrives at the grocery store.  Farmers’ markets 
allow people to connect their food to the people who produce it.  How 
often does that happen with any other product?  Do you know who made 
your couch or your TV or your jeans or your blender?  At a farmers’ 
market you at least you know who grew your squash.  And I think that as 
a society, we are seeking that authenticity whether we realize it or not. 
Shoppers ensure that the market’s authenticity meets their expectations by probing 
vendors to be certain their food is chemical-free.  They ask questions about the nutritional value 
of different varieties of produce and swap recipes for their farmers’ market finds.  The 
association of farmers’ markets with authenticity and with an ethical politics helps to obscure 
their articulation with unequal social relations.     
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“Real farmers’ market people” 
Good consumption is considered to be based on preferences that, if not intrinsic, can be 
cultivated by ethical people through education and association with others who have good taste.  
In his book, Distinction: A Social Critique of the Judgment of Taste, Bourdieu (1984) suggests 
that tastes and preferences are socially constructed with the purpose of identifying a person as of 
a certain social class.  The way people have been socialized throughout their lives plays a role in 
their interpretation of what they encounter in everyday life, including farmers’ markets.  
Bourdieu’s work can be interpreted in the context of farmers’ markets as a way to explain how 
people use their preferences for local and organic food to form and project an identity.  Farmers’ 
market shoppers use discourse and everyday acts at farmers’ markets to reinforce their identities 
as ethical, knowledgeable consumer-citizens.   
Those who have cultivated tastes for local and organic food and take part in alternative 
food practices tend to be economically and/or socially middle class and they tend to be white 
(Alkon and McCullen 2010; Slocum 2005).  Slocum (2005) maintains that people who take part 
in green consumption and alternative food practices, such as shopping at farmers’ markets, have 
the wealth to buy higher-priced organic food, have knowledge about nutrition and environmental 
issues, and tend to be politically liberal.  Based on my observations and interactions with these 
farmers’ market patrons, this appears to be the case.  Even at Champaign’s market, which has 
economic development and outreach to a poor neighborhood as its main goals, most shoppers 
appeared to fit the mold of what the market manager refers to as “real farmers’ market people”.  
On several occasions she made reference to white people who walked or biked to the market 
stereotypically wearing Birkenstocks and carrying reusable shopping bags as “real farmers’ 
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market people”.  The implication is that, unlike the others who do not go to the market or who 
purchase very little and complain about the prices, these are people who understand the market’s 
purpose, know why the produce is expensive compared to the grocery store, and have made the 
informed decision to shop there.  The manager’s comments about real farmers’ market people 
are based on the notion that people’s intentions, and perhaps the authenticity of these intentions, 
are marked by their clothing choices, race, and mode of transportation. 
Farmers’ markets are widely thought of as community spaces for all and at the same time, 
paradoxically, are associated with luxury and leisure, whiteness, and the middle and upper 
classes.  The “real farmers’ market people” are identified by their external appearance, which 
tends to include race and class.  Real farmers’ market shoppers are white and marked by 
indicators of class such as expensive brands of clothing and footwear.  They are assumed to have 
certain tastes and preferences that are associated with their appearance.  Although markets are 
widely understood to be for everyone and programs that allow vendors to accept Link cards and 
WIC coupons have amplified the perception that farmers’ markets are for all classes, farmers’ 
markets are exclusive and shoppers continue to be associated with a very specific class and race.  
Others who do not fit the mold of farmers’ market shoppers are considered inauthentic or out of 
place in the space of the farmers’ market and in most cases, are out of sight and out of mind.   
The ability to switch identities seems to be important for many farmers’ market patrons.  
Some interviewees indicated that enthusiastically touting the merits of buying local and organic 
and shopping at the farmers’ market does not necessarily negate the possibility that a person will 
head to McDonalds on the way home from the market or shop at Wal-Mart other days of the 
week.  Only the trip to the market likely makes it onto their blogs and social media pages, 
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however.  While nearly all of the people I spoke with suggested that they felt strongly that local 
food, organic food, and supporting the community and local farmers through shopping at the 
farmers’ market is important, they diverged in how far they took this identity beyond the 
mornings or afternoons that they spend at the farmers’ market.   
For some people organic, local, and green were clearly viewed as fundamental to their 
way of life.  One of my interviews was with a family who gave up their car to be 
environmentally friendly and who now walks, bikes, or takes the bus everywhere, including to 
the farmers’ market.  The adults in the family have special bicycles equipped with large panniers 
capable of hauling their shopping bags home.  They shop for produce exclusively at the farmers’ 
market and the food co-op, even though these places are not convenient as they live in 
Champaign and these food sources are in Urbana.  They mentioned that they would like to 
support the Market on North First Street in Champaign, but the day and time conflict with 
another important activity that they participate in.  Other interviews indicated that people’s 
market identities were something they would like to extend to other aspects of their life, but for 
the sake of convenience and/or affordability they felt unable to be as green and as supportive of 
the local economy and community as they would like to be.   
I would like to do more.  I feel bad about driving so much and running my 
air conditioner.  Shopping at the farmers’ market is one thing that I always 
do and feel good about. 
Personally, I have experienced contradictions in my own market-identity vs. my 
“everyday-identity”.  For example, I recall thinking twice about recounting a funny story to 
Urbana’s market manager about what my four year old daughter had learned at a Sprouts at the 
Market event.  I feared it would reveal my market-identity to be weak or a facade and I 
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ultimately decided not to share the following story: After learning about the diverse health 
benefits of different colors of fruits and vegetables sold at the market my daughter and I went 
home for lunch and when I set a bowl of macaroni and cheese in front of her, she excitedly 
exclaimed, “macaroni and cheese is orange so it’s healthy for my eyes!”  I thought that it was a 
cute anecdote I wanted to share, but the fact that I was feeding my children macaroni and cheese 
instead of the produce from the market made me reconsider.  It wasn’t the image of myself and 
my family that I wanted to convey to the person in charge of running a farmers’ market, in 
particular this market which seems to have an especially strong “shopping here is the right thing 
to do” aura. 
For some farmers’ market shoppers, even those who have acquired the requisite 
knowledge about why farmers’ markets are good, the move to appropriate a farmers’ market 
identity continues to be an uneasy one.  While many interviewees indicated that if they missed a 
week of shopping at the market they would feel bad about it, in others I detected some guilt 
about their decision to shop there.  For example, because they had grown up in a household 
where money was tight and food was grown at home or purchased cheaply, some people feel 
conflicted about their decision to spend more than they have to on food.  One market shopper 
explained that shopping at the farmers’ market aligns with her political values, but that she’s a 
bit embarrassed to talk about local and organic food with her mother who raised her to shop 
frugally.   
One afternoon on a market Saturday, I saw this haiku posted on a social media site by an 
acquaintance of mine: 
Donning our sandals (Keen and Chaco) 
We head to the market (stopping for iced espresso) 
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For organic veggies and dairy we did remit 
We have turned into 'those people,' we have to admit 
I asked if I could interview her about this and she agreed.  She explained that by “those people” 
she meant people with the financial freedom to spend a Saturday morning at the market; and 
presumably those people can be visually identified by their choice of beverage and footwear.  
This interviewee’s physical description of farmers’ market shoppers mirrors Champaign’s 
farmers’ market manager’s description of “real farmers’ market shoppers”, who can be visually 
identified as caring, ethical, knowledgeable people. 
[By ‘those people’ I meant] someone who is financially stable enough 
they no longer buy shoes at Wal-Mart.  Once you have more freedom in 
your budget, you can make other choices on how and where you shop 
and if you so choose, take longer to shop differently.  I don’t need to 
work a second job on the weekends, for example, so I can spend a 
Saturday morning at the market.  It would be much more time efficient to 
simply make a single trip to Wal-Mart, but Wal-Mart is not a place I feel 
good about supporting. 
She believes she is doing good by shopping at the farmers’ market, particularly for 
environmental reasons and because of animal-welfare beliefs.  However, because she has chosen 
to show others in her social network that she is creative and that she shops at the farmers’ market 
it is clear that she receives social capital through identifying herself as a clever poem-writing 
farmers’ market shopper.  Though she wants people to know that she is a market shopper who 
wears the market shopper uniform of expensive sandals and latte in hand, her (expressed) 
reluctance to identify as a farmers’ market shopper comes from her upbringing and a belief that 
her parents would not understand or appreciate her choices. 
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I think it’s been hard to admit that I am [this type of person], since my 
upbringing was less than financially secure. . . It contradicts in that I was 
raised to shop around for a bargain.  Paying a dollar twenty-five for a 
head of garlic when I can get it elsewhere for thirty-three cents would 
astound my parents. 
It has taken her a while to come to grips with as she puts it, being one of those farmers’ market 
people.  One way she rationalizes her choices to de-prioritize frugality and to make expensive 
purchases is that she’s doing it to use her purchasing power as a form of activism. 
I figured it was time to listen to the environmentalist in me and start 
putting my money where my heart has always been. . . As an adult, I 
have also struggled with the concept of eating meat.  I don’t think that 
animals deserve to live in pens their entire lives and be tortured at 
slaughter, but I have found that I am at my healthiest when I incorporate 
some meat into my diet, so vegetarianism or veganism isn’t for me.  I 
like the fact that I can eat meat by buying from a local farmer who 
allows their animals freedom to roam and to eat foods that nature 
intended them to eat. 
The woman who wrote the haiku about becoming one of “those people” was 
experiencing a contradiction inherent in farmers’ markets that for most people seems to be 
obscured beneath the benevolent façade of the market.  As Guthman (2008b) suggests, 
consumers of organic food help to create an alternative system in which only relatively 
privileged people with free time and money can take part.  Beyond this, another critique is that 
people who e take part in “alternative lifestyles” have less time to concern themselves with 
broader issues like equality and justice because they (often women) are too busy doing the time-
consuming and unpaid work required for their alternative lifestyles (Little et al. 2009).    
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My research does not wholly support the thesis that shopping and cooking are work.  For 
example, many shoppers at farmers’ markets expressed that they enjoy taking part in so-called 
alternative practices, especially shopping.  For many, it is considered leisure rather than work.  
One interviewee who shops at Davenport’s Freight House Market enthusiastically told me; 
It's the highlight of the weekend and how I plan the menu for the week.  I 
love the colorful social aspect of the market.  It’s just a really fun place 
to be surrounded by all of this beautiful food. 
An interviewee who shops at Urbana’s Market at the Square explained that she enjoys the 
market and particularly loves the relationships she is able to form with farmers.  For her, these 
things make it worth going every week even though shopping here can be a financial hardship.  
It’s my happy place.  I like pretty much everything about it.  I like the 
idea of being able to relate directly to farmers and folks who are working 
the land.  There are several people that I go to regularly for their 
produce.  There’s a family that I always get my tomatoes from.  They 
know me and I know them, we know each other very superficially, but I 
enjoy that relationship.  Two weeks ago was the first farmers’ market 
and I missed their tomatoes.  They were sold out, but I got to see the 
family, which was fun.  It was great to reconnect with them after months 
of winter and not connecting.  I like the relationships that I can build 
with farmers and people who are working the land.  I like the community 
aspect of it. . . It’s just a happy place to be.  To some extent it can be a 
financial hardship for me, but for me it’s totally worth it to spend a little 
bit extra at the farmers’ market. 
While this quote indicates an idealizing of farmers’ markets that I have explained as being a kind 
of smoke screen of benevolence that masks neoliberal objectives and mentalities, it also 
indicated real joy that is felt when at the market.  The enjoyment that people derive from being at 
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the market and interacting with vendors, family, and community members speaks to the ease at 
which subjectivities can be forged and easily strengthened here.   
 
Discussion 
Discourses and practices are powerful agents of normalization and identity formation.  At 
the farmers’ markets I studied, middle-class individuals become situated as discerning, ethical 
consumers and participate in a lifestyle that deepens this identity.  Positioned in common 
understanding as atomized subjects, individuals are deemed to be responsible for using their 
freedom to make rational decisions that allow them to negotiate the maximization of benefits for 
themselves and their communities through consumption and other lifestyle choices.   
Interviewees conveyed a sense of pride when they spoke about their identities as 
environmentally concerned citizens and in particular, about their farmers’ market as an 
expression and symbol of their identities and political values.  That shopping at these markets is 
both pleasurable and imbued with an ethical aura increases the degree to which these places are 
idealized and can influence subjectivity formation.  People articulated their satisfaction with 
being able to “do the right thing” or “make a difference” through marketized ethical consumption 
and lifestyle choices while enjoying themselves at the farmers’ market.   
The focus on choice and self-maximization helps to produce cultural capital for market 
shoppers and naturalizes the identities of others (in this case, those who do not shop at farmers’ 
markets as irresponsible and inept).  Both types of subjects are construed as active choice-
makers.  Making the right individualized choices becomes a moral task.  Once the correct self-
maximizing choices are made, in this neoliberalized view, the free market will presumably take 
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care of the rest.  Overlooked are the persistent structural inequalities and the (in)ability of 
individualized solutions to have the desired impact on problems as they occur at a scale beyond 
the individual.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
100 
 
Chapter 6: From Individualization to Collective Activism 
 My research lays bare the superficiality of a clear-cut division between neoliberal, 
privatized, individualistic values and public, collective interests.  Farmers’ markets are sites 
through which neoliberal and counter-neoliberal values are produced simultaneously.  The 
purpose of this chapter is to examine political and social countertendencies within neoliberalism 
as they develop through farmers’ markets.  As I have discussed above, these markets play a role 
in fostering neoliberal redevelopment, city imaging, and subject formation as an inconspicuous, 
but influential force.  However, the ways that farmers’ markets and market shoppers are actively 
shaping, amending, and in some cases interfering with the naturalization of neoliberal mentalities 
and processes are equally important and will be the focus of this chapter.  I begin by focusing on 
the how care and collectivism are being fostered.  The second section examines the ways in 
which these markets are influential in broadening the narrow definition of creativity that has 
been put into the service of the creative class approach to urban development.  Finally, I discuss 
the possibilities embedded within farmers’ markets based on the potential for producing a new 
kind of radical subject. 
 
Care and Collectivism 
Presently, redevelopment strategies in many cities incorporate the perceived eco-ethical 
desires of the so-called creative class.  Bike infrastructure, farmers’ markets, and other 
opportunities for eco-ethical living and consumption are increasingly being incorporated into 
urban redevelopment strategies that center on place-making for the sake of inter-urban 
competition.  Green lifestyle amenities are now considered to be important assets of successful 
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cities, alongside the familiar nightlife and cultural districts, coffee shops, and loft apartments that 
are frequently associated with redevelopment zones developed with the creative class in mind 
(Quastel 2009).  Cities are forging forward with this approach, creating policies and partnerships 
with private enterprises to foster the production of visually and socially appealing places for a 
certain segment of people, as democratic participation and public accountability continue to fall 
by the wayside (Brenner and Theodore 2002; Swyngedouw at al. 2002). 
While neoliberal entrepreneurial governances co-opt spaces and identities of people who  
try to change the way they encounter and interact with the city, the environment, and each other, 
these governances also bring environmental and social issues into everyday life, which has been 
shown to be a transformative realm (see Whitehead 2003).  In doing so, development of 
subjectivities that do not wholly support neoliberal agendas may inadvertently be fostered.  By 
providing and supporting farmers’ markets, urban governances do more than promote a desired 
image for the city and attract green consumers.  They also provide spaces where people who see 
themselves as environmentally and socially conscious and wish to further develop that identity 
can gather, share, and develop ideas.  While this can support neoliberal interests as previously 
explained, this can also boost counter-neoliberal ways of thinking and interacting.   
Lawson (2007) examines the results of individualization and deepened market-driven 
ideology on the realm of care and responsibility.  This realm, the adhesive that binds people 
together, is Lawson’s glue of capitalist social relations.  Care, she says, has been reconstructed as 
a private responsibility and, as with everything that occurs outside of the realm of profitability 
during the neoliberal era, has been devalued.  She calls for greater attention to be paid to 
geographies of care, which is part of what I will be doing in chapter six.  This chapter examines 
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farmers’ markets as spaces of collectivism and care and the people who perceive themselves as 
being actively involved in creating the kind of city they would like to live in through 
participation in farmers’ markets.  Simple everyday activities such as sharing space and sharing 
resources and knowledge to improve the world and others are sources of profound meaning for 
many shoppers I interviewed.  I refer to these activities herein as lifestyle activism.   
The rise of lifestyle activism, which entails addressing social and environmental concerns 
through personal lifestyle choices, can be a bottom-up, incremental, and indirect way of enacting 
change.  The transformative power of lifestyle activism begins at the level of discourse and 
works by coloring understandings of our cities, ourselves, and our world.  I suggest that lifestyle 
activism can be influential in subverting, or at least shaping, neoliberal mentalities in several 
small, but potentially important, and overlapping ways and that farmers’ markets are playing a 
role in this re-shaping of mentalities. 
First, the stereotype of the lifestyle activist as principally a solitary consumer must be 
considered more closely.  While consumption choices are part of lifestyle activism, 
individualizing actions do not fully define its purpose.  In my study, people who self-identified 
as lifestyle activists (by description rather than by using the term lifestyle activist) saw 
themselves and their actions as part of something larger.  Not everyone who shops at farmers’ 
markets can be described as a lifestyle activist, but many can.  Their actions they described were, 
to them, about making connections and were seen as small steps toward producing a more caring 
and connected community and world.  These connections and relationships are often considered 
to be as or more important than the actions themselves.  As one interviewee put it, “The 
relationships that I’ve developed through this lifestyle make it meaningful.” 
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The individual, family, neighborhood, and community tend to be the loci of efforts for 
many lifestyle activists and all of these scales come together at the farmers’ market.  One 
farmers’ market shopper explained that she sees her family’s weekly trip to the farmers’ market 
as one small step toward a better world. 
We are a very political activisty family, but in the last several years our 
activism has been more about changing the world on a very local level 
starting with ourselves and our family. Being the best we can be and then 
radiating the healthy peaceful love out to people around us...or so we try 
and try. 
This statement could be taken as an example of a broader retreat from collective action.  
However, the sentiment of radiating peace and love, shared among many lifestyle activists, is not 
representative of the individualist mindset that is the antithesis of collective action.  Rather, it is 
indicative of a deep connection felt to others.  I would like to suggest that lifestyle activists do 
not consider their individual choices to be sufficient or to be equivalent in effect to protests or 
other large-scale forms of collective action.  Rather, small actions seem to be understood as one 
way small, but powerful way to begin making the connections and building the relationships that 
will not only serve to directly impact their families and people close to them, but will help build 
awareness of the nature of problems, build solidarity, and help with developing creative 
solutions.  As one interviewee noted to me; 
We’re all interconnected.  We can’t pretend that we’re all alone, that we 
can cordon off our family from the world and protect our kids.  We’re all 
in this together. 
This notion that each of us is tied to things beyond ourselves and our families was expressed by 
many interviewees.  I encountered a clear indication among  shoppers that they feel  shopping at 
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the  market is not an individualized activity, but  an activity that both creates and stems from 
their desire to connect to other people and places. 
While a sense of risk similar to that expressed in the above statement was exhibited 
among some respondents, the people who self-identified as lifestyle activists were likely to 
express feelings of empowerment rather than futility and were clearly impassioned about what 
they were doing.  They did not feel hopeless or helpless, but rather that they have agency.  They 
expressed that their small actions, whether biking to the farmers’ market with kids in tow and 
chatting with other cyclists, helping a neighbor, sharing information and discussing issues of 
concern, or something else, are ways to build solidarity.  It was made clear to me that not all 
lifestyle activists are pacified by a belief that they have done their part by voting with their 
dollars.  Many have a deep understanding of the problems they are concerned about and take 
opportunities to learn more and to discuss what they have learned with others.  I found little 
indication among lifestyle activists of a belief that actions taken are self-centered or based solely 
on an individualized sense of self.   
In both narrative and practice, lifestyle activism is characterized by understanding a 
dialectical interconnection between concerns at all scales from the individual to the global.  My 
research indicates that lifestyle activists at these markets see themselves as one small part of a 
much bigger picture.  Even people who by their own account, are “not doing much” or “should 
be doing more”, as several interviewees told me, are tuned in to the larger networks of which 
they are a part.  Some of these networks are very intimate.  Interviewees mentioned connections 
to others who are physically close to them, who witness their lifestyle choices. 
  
105 
 
Is riding my bike to the farmers’ market going to make global warming 
stop?  No.  But it might make someone think about global warming.  Do 
you know what I mean?  I just want people to at least think about it. 
I found little evidence of naiveté regarding the mismatch between structural problems and 
individual solutions.  Rather, I found evidence of a widespread understanding that this mismatch 
exists.  The goals of lifestyle activists do not endeavor to address large structural problems 
directly.  They are much more modest and incremental. 
I don’t do these things to change the world, not really.  But I do them 
because the world needs to be changed and I want people to notice that. 
 
I live what I believe and I’m vocal about the choices I make.  I’ve met a 
lot of people this way.  Sometimes it will just be a conversation . . . about 
veganism or about how I raise my kids, but sometimes it will turn into a 
relationship. 
           As connections are made and relationships are formed, with farmers’ markets often 
providing a space for this, community solidarity, albeit very loosely assembled, grows a little bit.  
The market is seen as a concrete e place where these relationships and this solidarity can be 
reinforced.  The people I spoke to see power in small actions and in sharing, learning, and 
working towards influencing others’ perspectives.  The political importance of lifestyle activism 
may lie in its potential to bring people together and to influence the framing of problems and 
their solutions in ways that disrupt the dominant neoliberal paradigm that favors privatization, 
corporatization, and individualization. 
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Re-appropriating creativity 
Now, I return to the notion of creativity that was raised in previous chapters.  Through the 
creative class approach, its meaning has been reduced to a repackaging of urban life in sanitized 
form, a marketing strategy that expunges the inherent complexity of originality and imagination.  
The lifestyle activists I spoke to, most of whom would likely be considered to be part of the so-
called creative class, often challenge the notion of imposed creativity as they bring a bottom-up 
type of creativity to the fore.  At a basic level, they live differently.  Outside of the farmers’ 
market, much of this begins in the home space. 
My house is always open.  We don’t even lock our door (laughs).  There 
are always people coming and going- kids, friends, retired neighbors.  
Borrowing something, dropping something off, coming over to talk 
about a problem or work on a project. 
People spoke of relationships and connections to others as helping them creatively build more 
meaningful and happy lives.  Spaces that that are open and conducive to being comfortable, 
spaces where people can share time, things, and ideas, are important to people who seek to enact 
changes and make the world a better place, starting with what is around them.  As it was 
described to me, this did not seem to be simply a matter of “preaching to the choir” and being 
with like-minded folks.  The openness and sharing that some lifestyle activists described is more 
inclusive.  
We don’t all share the same perspective, but people are curious about 
veganism and why I eat a certain way and make the choices I do.  I put 
myself out there, which isn’t always easy, but it’s important. 
As revealed in the interviews, the notion of importance in sharing space and being with others 
has much to do with identifying commonalities among people who might seem to be very 
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different.  For example, the interviewee who spoke about veganism as lifestyle activism writes a 
blog.  In it, she talks about trips to the farmers’ market with her family, shares vegan recipes that 
she thinks others might enjoy, and talks about what she packs in her kids’ lunches as well as 
parenting struggles and triumphs, thoughts about anything from home renovation projects, 
community involvement, and ordinary everyday activities that most people take part in.  Vegans 
and non-vegans alike would likely identify with at least some activity or feeling described in the 
blog.  Identifying common ground and creative ways to build caring relations among people who 
do not necessarily agree about everything and working together to create a small piece of 
happiness are important aspects of lifestyle activism. 
 Things as seemingly insignificant as being together at a farmers’ market where 
connections among individuals are fostered have important implications in the neoliberal city.  
They encourage new creative ways to think and be that challenge the formula of neoliberal 
urbanism which cultivates an individualized sociality and self-responsible consumer as the good 
citizen.  Lifestyle activists are finding, creating, and taking advantage of this space and they feel 
passionate about the connections and relations  they are building in addition to passion they feel 
for the larger problems they desire  to  address.  This passion that circulates at these markets 
through growing social spheres of lifestyle activism is powerful.  While not capable of 
immediately producing results obvious to those outside of this sphere, it does facilitate a change 
in mentalities and fosters a collective consciousness. 
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Lifestyle activist as radical subject? 
As discussed in previous chapters of this dissertation, negative attitudes toward the poor 
and others who do not shop at farmers’ markets are reinforced through farmers’ market 
discourses and interactions that take place at farmers’ markets.  People who shop at farmers’ 
markets see themselves as making the right choices and those who do not as making the wrong 
choices.  However, farmers’ markets may at the same time be influential in sparking a 
transformation in the way people think about class and inequality.   
Could the kind of lifestyle activist mindset I have described here encourage mobilization 
of people not as members of various fractured groups, but as human beings?7  Could thinking 
about farmers’ markets and the kind of values they embody lead to a kind of activism focused on 
a more expansive view of the system that includes the inter-related issues of environment and 
social equity?  People are making connections and are, in small ways, working outside of and 
beyond a neoliberal mindset when thinking about and creating alternatives.  The changes 
advocated by these lifestyle activists begin with influencing a change in people’s consciousness.  
Buying food at the farmers’ market, for example, involves an understanding that a harmful 
system exists, not only for themselves as individuals, but for workers, animals, and the poor.  
Deepening that understanding can lead people to make additional links between what they see as 
problems in the world and their underlying causes.  There is an assumption among lifestyle 
activists whom I spoke to that we first need to change the way we think and live on an everyday 
basis before anything of consequence will happen on a larger scale. 
                                                          
7 Marcuse (2007) discusses this notion of bringing together and mobilizing radical subjects based on their status as 
human beings rather than as workers or as members of some other fractured group. 
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I think choices like buying organic local food can be Band-Aids if we 
see them as end goals, but as long as we see them as part of the spectrum 
and not the end goal, we can make things better.     
My research participants are clearly not pacified by simply shopping at the farmers’ market.  
Numerous interviewees mentioned a feeling of being overwhelmed, which indicates an 
understanding that the problems they wish to address are much larger than themselves.  For 
example, one woman explained; 
There are so many problems and it can be overwhelming.  I try to take 
into consideration all the other living organisms on the planet with the 
way I live.  This is what this way of life is all about for me- not a list of 
foods we do or don’t eat, but a pledge to myself to think about my food 
choices, my purchases, my entertainment every day with a moral ethical 
lens.   
The connection between everyday actions and other lives inhabiting the planet was a 
common theme shoppers spoke.  Yet the connection was not heralded in the naïve manner 
described by Guthman (2008) or Žižek (in Aitkenhead 2012).  Rather, relations between lifestyle 
choices and solutions to big problems were often explained as very complex.  So much so that it 
keeps people up at night.  Interviewees made clear that they did not buy into the belief that 
shopping at the farmers’ market would necessarily lead to a socially and environmentally 
sustainable world. 
The Buddhist in me knows that all life is sacred and at the same time 
insignificant.  Do any sacrifices I make to consume less really help 
anyone?  Are humans so far removed from the natural life balance on 
this planet that it will take a catastrophic event to force change?  This is 
what keeps me up at night. 
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In general, they believe living as they do produces a fulfilling and happy life.  However, at a 
deeper level, people understood their lives to be less stable and grounded than might appear to an 
outsider. 
We live a schizophrenic existence of shunning the system, be it food, 
government, economic, education, and trying to be tolerant at the same 
time.  And the right thing to do isn’t always totally clear. 
The people most enthusiastic about taking part in my project and allowing an interview 
are likely to be those most interested in farmers’ markets and in truly making a difference.  I 
believe their dialogue with me was understood by these interviewees as a mode of activism, 
sharing ideas and information.  However, for some, it seemed to be a release of tension, an 
excuse to unload some of their fears, because I was thought of as someone who understands.  
This takes us back to the issue of positionality.  Had I dressed more professionally and chosen a 
type of footwear other than my Chaco sandals (one of the brands mentioned in the “one of those 
people” haiku discussed above) I might not have been immediately identified as sympathetic to 
the cause of lifestyle activists and I might have attracted a different type of respondent or elicited 
less impassioned responses. 
While many interviewee responses sounded like sound bites from a Michael Pollan book 
(“I want to help local farmers’ and reduce my food miles.”  “It’s just a better way to eat.”), many 
also noted that a desire to create a caring community has led them to their participation in 
farmers’ markets more than the notion that they will make a direct impact on the environment, 
economy, or social structure.  It is seen as a very small step toward something better at a larger 
scale, but a significant change at the scale of the family and neighborhood that creates less 
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commodified spaces, more connections with others, and a happier, healthier life for those 
directly involved. 
It is a lifestyle of privilege and that is acknowledged by those involved.  However, it is 
also a way to build solidarity with others less privileged.  In this sense, lifestyle politics is more 
than just a sustainability fix for capitalism.  It is a sustainability fix, promoting continued growth 
and consumption as described in detail in chapter four.  But it also represents a transition toward 
valuing community solidarity as a path to human flourishing over and beyond the private market.  
In the face of social and ecological crises, the individualism rooted in neoliberalism is not 
understood as a viable way of life.  Conviviality and creative imaging and production of ways of 
being and living in the world that do not end with modes of consumption are currently being 
enacted. 
The lifestyle activists I spoke to, while embodying some of the characteristics of the ideal 
neoliberal subject described in chapter five, are much more than the ideal neoliberal subject.  
They are not alienated consumer-citizens who only choose what the market provides, but rather, 
are an empowered and connected group that strive to create a desired, socially responsible, happy 
life.   Rather than consumer-citizens with only themselves and certain “others” to blame for 
society’s ills, these are critical-citizens who reflect on and endeavor to transform the system they 
see  as producing unequal social relations and unsustainable environmental practices.  In this 
sense, the neoliberal shift of responsibility from the state to the individual has not gone un-
challenged.  My interviews indicate citizens with the critical thinking skills necessary to not only 
evaluate marketized choices, but to reflect on the conditions of privilege and conceive of 
creative, caring alternatives. 
  
112 
 
In lieu of the marketized and individualized form of responsibility encouraged through 
neoliberal ideology and discourse, a form of publicly and dialogically enacted responsibility is 
espoused and practiced by lifestyle activists.  Farmers’ markets are “different” enough that they 
are able to play a role in enabling us to reflect on the present neoliberal political-economic 
system and the ways in which it impacts, agriculture, the environment, and the choices available 
to us in our everyday lives.  They also offer a public space, however flawed and exclusionary, for 
dialogue.  Farmers’ market shoppers may be encouraged to think outside of the neoliberal box 
and imagine ways of living and interacting that are currently precluded and considered 
“impossible” from the perspective of a neoliberalized mindset. 
My findings stand in contrast to the portrayal of lifestyle politics as always a top down 
tool to circumvent thoughtful and well-informed reflection on socio-environmental problems.   It 
is helpful here to differentiate between mainstream forms of green consumption and more 
counterhegemonic varieties, both of which I encountered in my research.  While it is likely that 
there will be those market shoppers who continue to refrain from critical thinking, interviews in 
my three sites noted revealed a subject that expands the notion of lifestyle politics beyond 
individualized consumption choices.  These are not people disengaged from each other or from 
emancipatory politics.  Rather, they aspire to rebuild social life and may be harbingers of a 
cultural shift that may be developing.  This cultural shift may not perceptible to those not looking 
for it, but can be seen in these individual and collective actions.  It follows that these complex 
and contradictory spaces are simultaneously within and beyond the neoliberal status quo 
(Chatterton and Pickerell 2010).  The fact that actions people take are small does not diminish 
their significance. 
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Discussion 
Notions of individualized rational choice and self-responsibility known from the 
perspective of a neoliberal worldview are currently being challenged.  Rather than producing 
purely neoliberal, self-interested, individualized citizen-consumers, farmers’ markets are 
influential in reconfiguring subjectivities and modes of living toward an outward-focused, 
collectively-oriented ethics.  Many farmers’ market shoppers do not interpret themselves as 
situated squarely within a neoliberal realm of market exchange and rational choice and self-
interest.  Rather they see their lifestyle activism as actively working toward transforming ethical 
and social concerns into collective solidarity that could be mobilized into collective spaces and 
collective action.  This collectivity now opens up ways that challenge the neoliberal vision of the 
ideal subject.  Imaginings of ways to live and to be political that do not revolve around 
consumerism may be a first step toward unsettling entrenched neoliberal mentalities.   
There is a danger in idealizing lifestyle activism.  It can romanticize and exaggerate the 
production of a creative politics.  I also struggle with the notion that by approving of lifestyle 
activism I privilege members of the middle class as active social agents and relegate others to 
being either passive recipients of middle class benefactors or people who make poor choices.  I 
have reconciled these contradictions by acknowledging that lifestyle activism can only be 
understood within the context of an oppressive political economic system.   It acts as a support 
mechanism for that system.  However, I suggest that there is more to lifestyle activism.  The 
mentalities, motivations, and actions of lifestyle activists can give us a glimpse of potentially 
transformative impacts.  Lifestyle activists could easily be written off as simply adopting the 
version of good citizenship that has encouraged individuals to take on the responsibilities that 
  
114 
 
have been abandoned by the state.  However, I argue that lifestyle activism does not imply an 
acceptance of a state retreat from providing for human welfare and should be seen as more 
complex. 
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Chapter 7: Conclusion 
Many-layered entities 
I have presented farmers’ markets as multi-faceted, complex entities.  Beyond the 
idealized view of farmers’ markets presented in popular media as joyful places where ethical 
citizens co-mingle and commune with nature for pleasure, farmers’ markets also have clear ties 
to neoliberalization.  As I have shown, these markets are currently being put into the service of 
entrepreneurial governance and help to enact an economic system’s sustainability fix.  These 
markets are incorporated into urban redevelopment plans and function to attract wealthy 
consumers, create an image of a caring, livable city, and sculpt a desired civic subject.   
The three markets I studied for this project are all featured in city marketing material, 
their descriptions lavishly crafted in ways that appeal to a population desirous of authentic 
cultural experiences, healthy food, and ethical consumption choices.  Beyond their use in 
marketing materials, the incorporation of farmers’ markets into urban redevelopment played out 
somewhat differently in each city.  In Davenport, Iowa, city planners focused on the Freight 
House Market having been a recommendation of redevelopment “experts” who had successfully 
revitalized downtowns elsewhere through the use of farmers’ markets.  Here, people’s love of 
these markets was depicted in fully instrumental terms.  The atmosphere that would be created 
by people reveling in this consumption-based culture was expected, based on expert knowledge, 
to ignite the spread of development to areas surrounding the farmers’ market and eventually 
across all of the downtown.   
Champaign, Illinois interviews revealed similar motivations behind the Market on 
Historic North First Street.  This market was introduced based on the successful use of farmers’ 
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markets elsewhere to attract who the market manager called “real farmers’ market people”, 
which presumably this neighborhood does not have enough of.  This market was described as 
having the purpose of meeting the desire that Champaign residents have for authentic, 
wholesome, fun experiences and attracting them to a small business district on the outskirts of 
downtown that they might otherwise overlook.  In addition, the Champaign market is also 
described is as a benevolent offering provided to residents of a poor neighborhood to allow them 
to better themselves by taking part in farmers’ market culture.  The Champaign market’s struggle 
to succeed was blamed primarily on these neighborhood residents who were depicted as failing 
to take responsibility for using this space to improve themselves and upgrade their neighborhood. 
Among Urbana, Illinois planners and officials, the people of Urbana themselves were 
held up as having a kind of expert knowledge.  The Market at the Square is provided, according 
to planners and city officials, because Urbana is a unique place where a progressive community 
desires green lifestyle amenities.  However, this assertion of Urbana being populated by a 
supposedly enlightened eco-ethical, farmers’ market-shopping, middle-class citizenry is based on 
a narrow definition of community.  In practice, farmers’ markets in all three sites help reproduce 
existing inequality.  First, they help to create and re-create cities whose socio-physical forms 
include some (“creatives”, the middle class) and peripheralize others (the racialized poor, the 
indigent).  Second, they help to constitute municipal subjects whose values and predilections are 
likely to support neoliberal notions and ethics which normalize existing inequality.  Each case 
study farmers’ market is promoted as an egalitarian space for all while simultaneously being 
used to promote a type of redevelopment that targets one population, often at the expense of 
other groups.   
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Farmers’ markets themselves, what goes on in them, patterns of social relations, and what 
is sold at them, all help to sculpt individual identities, part of which is social class.  Forms of 
cultural capital that serve to inadvertently reproduce social inequality are reproduced through 
farmers’ markets.  Subjects are empowered to act through consumption choices and through 
public displays of those choices.  Thus, production of passive and pacified neoliberal subjects 
who are, above all, self-responsible consumers, is fostered through these markets.  In this case, 
doing the right thing is constructed as spending time and money at the farmers’ market; being a 
healthy and productive citizen who takes care of him or herself; and developing pride in living in 
an attractive, competitive city.  The understanding that farmers’ markets provide the opportunity 
for individuals to meet critical environmental and social needs through their own individualized 
choices erases the obligations of government and allows for socially and environmentally 
harmful development practices to continue.  Farmers’ markets thus help mask structural issues, 
allowing these issues to be ignored.  Support is provided to see a host of problems that occur at 
scales ranging from that of the individual to the global as individualized things that each person 
is responsible for and must address through consumption choices and lifestyle changes. 
Findings from this study suggest that people with diverse motivations for being at these 
markets are influenced by this neoliberalizing of these venues.  Neoliberalism here has become 
pervasive as a force that imperceptibly lodges within the taken-for-grantedness of these spaces. 
Physical forms, social relations, and human bodies become receptacles for this force.  However, 
while these market rituals reinforce middle-class and so-called creative class ideals and 
neoliberal norms, they also have progressive impacts.  For neoliberalism is always humanly 
negotiated, and interpreted in ways that frequently prove to be unexpected and unanticipated.  At 
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the core of this, many people assimilate neoliberal tenets and beliefs that circulate across these 
venues and integrate these into progressive political aspirations that create two sides to this 
neoliberalizing of space.  This spatial neoliberalizing, in the process, fails to control the contexts, 
conditions, and circumstances under which neoliberal tenets are humanly mediated.  People who 
are remarkably creative and endowed with diverse political aspirations become complex subjects 
that forge realities here which are not easily predicted. 
In one half of this neoliberal dialectic, farmers’ market participants are using consumer-
citizen identities to come together and are actively reconfiguring subjectivities.  I have found 
market shoppers to have transformed their imposed passive consumer subjectivities by asserting 
themselves as activists whose activism revolves around daily life.  They see themselves as 
having agency beyond their role as consumers.  While individualized consumption and buying 
local, organic food, factors in to the lifestyle activism of farmers’ market shoppers with whom I 
spoke, so do more collective activities like sharing time, information, belongings, and trying out 
and sometimes adopting creative anti-consumerist ways of living.  In short, farmers’ markets are 
sites where a variety of forces converge.  People are being both socialized into neoliberal norms 
and practicing ways and living and thinking outside of the neoliberal box that they have been 
placed in.   
In addition, it should not be completely discounted that city governments are being 
encouraged to enact more environmentally sustainable policies, even if the motivations are 
neoliberal.  Shopping at these markets can be seen as playing a role in changing the mentality 
that industrial agriculture is the only way food can be produced, that individualized choices are 
the only way to have an impact, and that competition and privatization are the only development 
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solutions.  Farmers’ markets are thus being influential in opening up new ways of thinking about 
food and about how we can live and interact with each other.  
Yet, I will not be naïve in my assessment.  For the most part, sustainability, localism, and 
greening as represented in the dominant cultural discourse do not fundamentally challenge 
neoliberal logic.  As I have shown, these sites have been turned into profitable grounds for 
production of capital and its reinvestment, thus serving as a sustainability fix.  Progressive social 
and environmental values, in this sense, have become incorporated into the present phase of 
capitalism in which quality of life is a commodity and consumerism, culture, and creative 
industries have become key characteristics of the political economy (Harvey 2005).  
Neoliberalization has driven individualism and inequality to the point that the spatial form, even 
of small cities, is one of fragmented islands of investment within seas of neglect. 
Through this dissertation I have rejected the notion that neoliberalism is neutral and 
limited to the economic realm and I have exposed insidious and hidden ways in which neoliberal 
governmentalities are embedded within everyday spaces, discourses, policies, and goals. 
Farmers’ markets are promoted as lifestyle amenities and gathering places for all.  But they 
disproportionately benefit those considered to be members of the creative class.  They are also 
instrumental in producing self-responsible neoliberal subjects.  On the other hand, many farmers’ 
market patrons see their participation in these markets as one part of a broader lifestyle that seeks 
to address concerns about existing social structures.  My research shows that people who are 
clustering at farmers’ markets are sometimes able to see beyond the surface of neoliberal 
ideology, sometimes to the structural problems that are not necessarily solvable through 
individualized action.  By fostering connections among people who take pride in their non-
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mainstream identities and who are able to think creatively and may be able to encourage others 
to do so, farmers’ markets might also encourage new social formations and perhaps the 
transformation of the dominant neoliberal discourse.   
 
Future research 
This research points to a need to more deeply understand the motivations and activities of 
lifestyle activists as they exist beyond the farmers’ market.  The concept “the right to the city” 
would be a useful point of departure for this potential further research.  Neoliberalization has 
ushered in a change in governance and urban form that has diminished the population that holds 
“the right to the city” (Harvey 2008, Mitchell 2003).  The right to the city concept implies a 
capacity to engage, challenge, and change the prevailing social system.  “It is a right to change 
ourselves by changing the city” and neoliberalization has taken away this right from the majority 
of urban citizens (Harvey 2008, p. 23).  However, the right to the city is now an ascendant 
political movement across municipal America.  It reflects a political awakening through which 
people strive to produce urban space for themselves outside of the purview of neoliberal 
governance.   
My study participants are not the most marginalized and disenfranchised that Mitchell 
(2003), Harvey (2008), and others write about when they discuss the right to the city.  However, 
my subjects in this study are people and families who are now increasingly feeling financial pain.  
As they described to me, they continued to work hard but worry about their ability to maintain a 
lifestyle that allows them to eat healthy, provide a good education for their children, and have 
some decent leisure time.  In short, national economic pain that has been ushered in by the 
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national neoliberal agenda in America now hurts and de-securitizes the middle class. This said, a 
fruitful way many of the research participants with whom I spoke can be conceptualized is as 
people that now set their sights on claiming their right to the city. 
 
Concluding remarks 
A choice that I made in conducting this research has been to remain open to more than 
one way to tell the story of the intersection of neoliberalization and farmers markets.  In the past 
several decades, neoliberalization has created greater socio-economic inequalities and more 
environmental damage.  At the urban scale, farmers’ markets are used as tools to promote 
neoliberal redevelopment of downtowns and to create a marketable image of cities to sell to the 
creative class.  They now play a role in producing a pacified, post-political neoliberal subject in 
the sense that they offer an opportunity to “make a difference” through individualized 
consumption and a lifestyle often only afforded to wealthier people.  
However, at the same time, new ways of thinking and being in the world are emerging at 
farmers’ markets.  People are claiming their right to the city by small, but, I would argue, not 
inconsequential, everyday means.  My research did not uncover a fully pacified populace ready 
to acquiesce to the status quo, but rather people who have a conviction that current conditions 
and realities are not inevitable and that they hold the power to change the world, at least to a 
small degree, not only as individuals or as consumers, but as families, as a neighborhood, as a 
collective.  The right they claim is one to an environmentally and socially sustainable8 city that 
                                                          
8 Sustainability is a contested term.  However, rather than entering the debate about what sustainability is, I use it 
here to mean what my research participants believe in: A human society more in tune with the environment, each 
other, and themselves.    
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allows for happiness and healthiness.  While consumer-based politics remain at the forefront of 
farmers’ market shopper-identities and the remaking of lifestyle activism as neoliberal 
individualism is linked to deepening elitism and suffering of the poor, collective, reflexive, 
critique and the production of creative collective actions can help to temper the effects.  Many 
research participants expressed a kind of collective consciousness, and some had translated that 
consciousness into practice, proudly explaining efforts to create less-commodified shared spaces 
and relationships through trial and error and in the context of busy lives. 
It is my contention that farmers’ markets should neither be considered purely benevolent 
spaces, as they are often portrayed in popular discourse, nor purely neoliberalized spaces.  
Rather, they are highly complex spaces where a variety of beliefs and values converge, fostering 
multiple and, at times, un-complementary processes.  In practice, the focus of neoliberal 
redevelopment governance on lifestyle amenities such as farmers’ markets geared toward the 
creative class not only produces social exclusion and normalizes increased inequality resulting 
from the disappearance of safety nets.  It is also producing new forms of sociability and 
connection.  Individuals are inadvertently being encouraged to join together, to envision new 
ways of living, to make claims to resources, and to find creative ways to meet needs. 
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Appendix A: Consumer Survey Questions (Each of these questions were asked in the online 
survey.  During in-person interviews, additional questions were asked and some may have been 
left out based on the direction of each interview.) 
 
 How often do you go to the farmers’ market and what motivates you to go? 
 What does the farmers’ market mean to you? 
 What do you think are the most important benefits that the market provides? 
 Do you see yourself as making a contribution to the welfare of the community by 
shopping at the farmers’ market?  Please explain. 
 Is there anything about the market that could be improved?  If so, what and why? 
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Appendix B: Redevelopment Official Interview Questions (Additional questions were asked 
and some may have been left out based on the direction of each interview.) 
 
 Please describe the city’s development strategy.  What are the main goals for the city? 
 How does the farmers’ market fit in? 
 What role does City government play in supporting the market?  What roles did it play 
previously?  Do you see its role changing in the future? 
 What benefits has the City anticipated from participation with the market?  What has the 
outcome been?  Any surprises? 
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